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This dissertation examines Samuel Beckett’s powerful legacy and influence on 
contemporary theater (on plays written and produced since 1980), and it defines this 
influence in both text and performance as gestures of emptiness and impotence.  The 
plays selected for analysis here have been categorized at times as belonging to a tradition 
and legacy of the so-called “Theater of the Absurd,” but, finding this category to be at 
once too restrictive and too loose, their relationship to the absurd is defined by their 
explicit use of and inspiration taken from Beckett’s theater. 
Beckett’s intentional and innovative use of emptiness and impotence, both 
spatially and textually, is decisively paradoxical: while emphasizing blank spaces and 
powerlessness, his plays find meaning in emptiness and unexpected control in what he 
called the “exploitation of impotence.”  In each of the plays analyzed in this dissertation, 
(Dans la solitude des champs de coton, Koltès; La secreta obscenidad de cada día, de la 
Parra; Blasted, Kane; and Laughing Wild, Durang), the explicit use of both emptiness and 
 vii
powerlessness are examined, and at the same time, I define what it is about each of these 
gestures that renders them particularly Beckettian as they relate to these works.  In all of 
the plays examined here, gestures of emptiness and impotence become their opposites: 
significance and power.   
Four of Samuel Beckett’s plays (Fragment de théâtre I, En attendant Godot, Fin 
de partie, and Happy Days) are compared and contrasted with the work of Koltès, de la 
Parra, Kane and Durang respectively.  The parallels revealed, made both intentionally 
and unintentionally by their playwrights, demonstrate not only the certainty of Beckett’s 
continued influence, but also reflect his persistent, widespread impact.  What is shown, 
with broader implications for future study, is that Beckett’s use of emptiness and 
impotence as theatrical, literary and artistic gestures have led to a new kind of 
hopefulness, and a new kind of artistic inspiration that is unique to our time.   
 viii
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Introduction:  From the Legacy of the Absurd to Traces of Beckett 
POCKET THEATERS, FRINGE, AND SOLIPSISTIC MONOLOGUES: BECKETT IN 
RECENT PERFORMANCES 
 In 1998 while studying in Paris, I saw a performance of Racine’s Phèdre at the 
Théâtre de Lucernaire, one of Paris’ pocket theaters in the Latin Quarter, not far from 
Boulevard Montparnasse on Boulevard Notre-Dame-des-Champs.  The space was small, 
intimate—the seats were long, narrow, cushioned restaurant-booth style benches, which 
created an almost disconcertingly cozy and claustrophobic environment.  The small stage 
was level with and intimately close to the audience, painted a flat black.  One metal chair 
stood in the middle of the stage, a water bottle just next to it.  A single actor stepped out 
onto the stage and sat authoritatively on the chair, center stage--one squat, balding man 
dressed in a black sweatshirt and pants, wearing black loafers and blindingly red socks. 
 He performed Phèdre in its entirety, reciting the verses breathlessly—the whole 
tragedy—all of the roles. He took on the text like a fearsome opponent, sweating 
profusely, only pausing to pant for air and to drink from the water bottle between rounds 
(or, scenes).  Wiping his forehead with a handkerchief, he launched in again and fought 
the words to the end of the play, with increasing ferocity.  His utterance of Phèdre had 
become a wrestling match: man versus the script.  In this interpretation, the seventeenth 
century play became a twentieth-century struggle to both embrace and reject a weighty 
past in terms of language and performance.   His effort gave the impression of being a 
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forced and tired re-interpretation, not only of Racine’s play, but also of a certain 
twentieth-century predilection for the “Absurd.” 
 The lone figure, in center of the stage, worn down, like a thing of the past, 
appeared, at the very least, to be a relic from a half-century prior.  This actor, in 
transforming a traditional play into a one-act monologue of frenetic alexandrins, was 
riding the coattails of the post-war European playwrights in Paris.  The specters of 
Ionesco, Genet and Beckett in particular seemed present—not simply because this 
performance took place in the neighborhood where their plays debuted, and certainly not 
because of his novel approach to Racine’s language.  Rather, it was the theatrical gesture 
that the actor put forth that placed this performance in the twentieth century. His 
isolation, his fragmented personality, and the frenzied application of monologue, 
emphasized by the empty blackened stage around him brought to mind Beckett most of 
all.  Racine’s Phèdre became Beckett’s character “Mouth” from the short play Not I who 
recites a hiccoughing, frantic monologue, dressed in black on a blackened stage with only 
a single spotlight illuminating the actor’s mouth.  Before Beckett, surely Phèdre could not 
have existed in this schizophrenic manner on the stage—words taking on a new 
physicality, the space becoming significant in its emptiness, the sweating actor competing 
with the language that seemed to engulf him. 
FRINGE FESTIVALS: THE LEGACY OF THE ABSURD? 
 For the next few years, in my theater-going experience, I began to see traces of 
Beckett in nearly every new performance that I saw, but I misinterpreted this influence, 
referring to it instead the “legacy” of the “Theatre of the Absurd.”  In New York, at the 
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2004 New York International Fringe Festival, I made note of “the Absurd” in every 
performance that I attended.  One memorable example was a short play written and 
directed by Barry Hall entitled Whither Batavia?.  In it, three men in dark suits stood 
around a white coffin and, in a very Beckettian manner, delved into the personal details 
of their life experiences, giving the audience the sense that they had interrupted a 
conversation and had missed the points necessary to connect all the dots.  Whither 
Batavia? reminded me of Beckett’s Play, with three characters (two women, one man), 
crouching inside three giant urns with their heads poking out, speaking in a kind of fugue, 
in unison, in harmony, in cacophony, about their lives—their stories, their emotions, their 
sorrows, their vengeance all intertwining—desperate, and quick.   
 Between performances that I attended at the New York International Fringe 
Festival in 2005, and Frontera Fest 2005 (Austin’s Fringe Festival), I saw many short 
plays.  Primarily monologues—the actors (or maybe simply people performing as 
themselves), took center stage, with few or no props, and delivered countless solipsistic 
performances about their personal experiences and struggles with depression, gender, 
race, love—in short, with life itself. These plays troubled me, though, (as many billed 
themselves as “absurdist,” or as belonging to a “tradition of the Theater of the Absurd,” 
inspired by Ionesco, Beckett, Genet, Pinter and other playwrights from postwar Europe), 
because they lacked the intellectual depth of their predecessors.   
 Many of these actors and playwrights of the Fringe seemed unaware of the history 
that they emulated, taking cues only from the simplicity of the empty stage and the lone 
actor, using this gesture for its ease and seeking the opportunity to stand alone in front of 
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an audience rather than to engage in a thoughtful or intellectual approach to playwriting 
and performance.  They were more akin to deluded American Idol hopefuls than to 
serious performers.  Paradoxically, their desperate, lonely performances actually took on 
a more real representation of Beckett’s plays—as if the actors themselves, not the 
characters they performed, were real-life miserable human beings that Beckett sought to 
portray.   
 The most inspiring performance that I attended during this time was presented by 
the Rude Mechs theater collective in 2006 at the Off Center in Austin.  What was most 
striking to me was that the Rude Mechs’ production of Kirk Lynn’s Pale Idiot 
demonstrated an affinity for Beckettian expression that distinguished itself from the 
solipsistic monologues I had witnessed at the various Fringe performances.  This play 
shows a special awareness of En attendant Godot (as well as Fin de Partie), in the 
mysterious emptiness it embraces, its circular dialogues, the clownish wisdom of its 
village of characters, and in its bare, grayed scenery.  At the same time, it does not 
imitate Beckett outright—it considers Beckett with a faint nod, and, while not drastic in 
its innovation, does something different.   
 Like many of Beckett’s plays, Pale Idiot portrays humanity’s profound struggle to 
understand itself—in all its beauty and ugliness—and, unlike many of Beckett’s plays, 
there is a definite progression, and, at the end, hope for continuation as the Idiot takes on 
the persona of the Intellectual (or, in this play, the “Health Inspector”). This performance 
was in part the inspiration for this dissertation.  Not wanting to describe Pale Idiot as 
“absurd,” it made sense to think of it in terms of a Beckettian dramatic gesture.  This 
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dissertation will show that Pale Idiot is just one example of Beckettian influence found in 
contemporary theater. 
TOWARDS A NEW DEFINITION OF THE BECKETTIAN GESTURE 
 Over the past few years, as I have reflected upon this assortment of performances 
that I have seen (with their varying degrees of professionalism and intellectualism), it has 
become clear to me that the application of the terminology “Theater of the Absurd” that 
was applied willy-nilly to plays written after 1950 in Europe and the United States, is not 
only insufficient for a discussion of the expression of Absurdity in theater at the time, but 
also, it is particularly insufficient for the analysis of theater that has occurred after 1980.  
In spite of the fact that this term is still used and applied to theater today, it is possible to 
make it more specific and thereby more useful in the analysis of contemporary theater.  
 In the process of writing this dissertation, the more I attempted to discuss the 
particulars of the “absurdity” that I had witnessed in the plays at the Off Center, the New 
York Fringe, and Frontera Fest, the more my definitions became confused.  I returned 
again and again to Beckett—at last realizing that it is primarily Beckett’s dramatic 
gestures of emptiness and impotence that have endured on a surprisingly global scale, 
more than those of Ionesco, more than Genet, more than Pinter, and more than any other 
of Martin Esslin’s canon of the Absurd (established by his 1961 study The Theatre of the 
Absurd). 
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FINDING THE BECKETTIAN TRACE 
 Having at last realized that what is still called “The Theater of the Absurd”, (since 
Martin Esslin coined the term), today is more accurately described as “Beckettian,” I 
began my search for plays from the past 20-30 years (since 1980) that have established 
themselves in terms of performance and text as cutting edge, artistic, and under the 
influence of Beckett.  What became immediately apparent was that not only was 
Beckett’s influence vast, and not only did it change the way that theater is perceived 
today by playwrights, actors, and readers alike, but it also triggered new forms, and new 
modes of expression.  Furthermore, Beckett’s theater deals with, on a profound level, a 
broad reach of anxieties—worries that cross cultural boundaries and denote something 
that is, at the most basic level, human.    
 Of his plays, En attendant Godot, while vastly over-analyzed as to have now 
become a kind of cliché of both modern and postmodern theater, haunts the contemporary 
stage in a palpable way, as do Beckett’s other major plays (such as Fin de partie, Krapp’s 
Last Tape, and Happy Days, and his more experimental shorter works.  Each of these 
plays responds to what it means to experience a total lack of control, complete isolation, 
and despair.  As this analysis will show, these types of life experiences, in what I am 
choosing to call the “Beckettian theatrical gesture,” manifest themselves in the expression 
of emptiness and impotence, both textually and in performance.  For the purposes of this 
dissertation, I am using the term “gesture” in a broad sense, first of all, because of the 
implied theatricality that this word embraces in terms of physical action on the stage, but 
also to describe simply as Beckett’s lasting effect on theater. 
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FIN-DE-SIÈCLE, FIN DU MILLÉNNAIRE, AND HUMAN CRISES: BECKETT ON THE 
EDGE OF THE END 
Towards the end of the twentieth century, many scholars observed similarities in 
the anxieties shared between our own epoch and those of the end of the nineteenth 
century in Europe, and, because of the seeming importance of living at the turn of the 
millennium, many saw this moment as an important turning point and that it was time to 
seek and analyze the trend of “end of the world” preoccupations. In the l990s, several 
publications emerged, eagerly studying the concept of the end of their own era, giving 
insight into what it meant to exist at that moment.  Now, only a decade later, hardly 
removed from the fin du millénnaire, we still live in this turning point, yet with the little 
distance and hindsight that we now have, it is possible to look at these studies and to give 
some thought to their accuracy and to their insight.   
Jeffrey Alexander in his study of the turn of the twentieth century in comparison 
with the turn of the millennium Fin de Siècle Social Theory: Relativism, Reduction, and 
the Problem of Reason writes:  “By the end of that century, the first fin de siècle period, a 
genuine crisis of reason was underway...As the twentieth century draws to a close, we 
have entered another fin de siècle period.”1  What Alexander notices are the crises that 
this historically transitional period has fostered:  “In this recent period,” he says, “we 
have witnessed perhaps the most dramatic set of spatially and temporally contiguous 
social transformations in the history of the world.”2 Certainly, such times of social 
                                                
1 Jeffrey C. Alexander, Fin De Siècle Social Theory : Relativism, Reduction, and the Problem of Reason 
(New York: Verso, 1995) 4-5. 
2 Alexander 8. 
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transformation have triggered the most changing period in the history of art as well, and 
without doubt, in the medium of theater.  
What the specific crises of social transformation have triggered in theater is seen 
in the work of many great playwrights from many cultures throughout the world: 
Tchekov, Brecht, Artaud, Lorca, Beckett, Pinter, Ionesco, Von Horváth, Díaz, De la 
Parra, Kane, Koltès to name only a few.  Extensive parallels connect these artists to each 
other whose work spans more than a century at this point, but, as this dissertation will 
show, again it is Beckettian connection proves strongest for many of them.  What I am 
calling Beckettian, it must be emphasized, is both timely in the manner in which it is 
expressed, and timeless in what it expresses.  At the root of all of this is the encounter 
with meaninglessness that has given the twentieth century a particularly bleak level of 
anxiety. In the center of these crises, mid-twentieth century, we find Samuel Beckett, 
who captures these anxieties with highly influential innovation.   No playwright has 
captured the essence of these crises of anxiety and inspired, influenced and changed 
theater in the twentieth century more than Beckett. 
DEVELOPMENT OF THE BECKETTIAN THEATRICAL GESTURE 
From the start of his playwriting career, Beckett put forth particular concepts that 
are consistent in both the texts and the performances of his plays.  His first play, 
Eleuthéria (published posthumously in 1995), was clearly written before he had 
developed his cutting-edge approach to theater, but the main character, Victor, embodies 
what will be described here in this dissertation as the Beckettian gestures of emptiness 
and of impotence.  Victor lies despondent in his bed, in an empty room, alone, day after 
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day, while his family and friends flurry about noisily in the next room, conveying a mix 
of concern and contempt for Victor and the way he has removed himself from society.  
He is a loafer, mooch and disappointment to the world.   
But, this limp figure lying in isolation represents, for Beckett, the opposite of 
what society (particularly his family) sees.  Victor, as he chooses to lie in bed, not 
participating in the world in the way that the world prescribes, embodies Beckett’s 
existentialist notion of freedom.  Victor has chosen to seek only his own consciousness, 
to break from the habit and routine of society, and to use his depression as a means to an 
end—through depression, he frees himself from the façade that society would normally 
impose upon the individual.  Through the empty solitude of his bare room, he finds 
freedom from the material world—a world that for him only serves to highlight its 
superficiality and underlying absence of meaning.  While this play, aesthetically, differs 
greatly from Beckett’s more celebrated plays, the essential message is the same.  
This dissertation seeks to understand this message through a close analysis and 
comparison of four of Beckett’s plays with the plays of four contemporary playwrights 
whose work has been visibly influenced by Beckett, and published and performed since 
the 1980s.  Through this comparison, it will become clear how Beckett’s work has 
impacted contemporary theater.  The three playwrights under consideration include: 
Bernard-Marie Koltès (France), Marco Antonio de la Parra (Chile), Sarah Kane (UK) and 
Christopher Durang (US). 
The definition and exploration of Beckett’s gestures of emptiness and in terms of 
both text and performance will be pursued through the specific comparisons of the 
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following pairings: Becektt’s Fragments de Theatre I will be compared to Koltès’ Dans la 
solitude des champs de coton (1986); En attendant Godot finds parallels with de la 
Parra’s La secreta obscenidad de cada día (1992); Fin de partie finds its refection, or 
perhaps its “next step” in Sarah Kane’s Blasted (1995); and, in the final chapter, 
Christopher Durang’s allusion to Happy Days in Laughing Wild (1988) is explored.  
Beckett’s influence on each of these three playwrights, in each of these pairings, is found 
in their structure and reoccurring themes, but as this analysis will show, Beckett’s 
theatrical gesture also becomes something astonishing and new in their hands. 
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Chapter 1: Defining the Gesture of Emptiness: Beckett and Bernard-
Marie Koltès 
Part A: Towards Emptiness 
BECKETT’S INFLUENCE ON FRENCH THEATER 
 French theater from the postwar period owes much of its renown and impact on 
the twentieth century to Samuel Beckett.  Much of contemporary French theater, also, is 
indebted to Beckett’s ingenuity.  Furthermore, Beckett’s œuvre has inspired scholarship 
to vast proportions.  Open any text, any scholarly work that focuses on the literature of 
the twentieth century, particularly on modernism, and more likely than not, France is 
mentioned alongside Samuel Beckett, followed shortly after by a reference to Beckett’s 
most famous play En attendant Godot. 3  Marshall Berman’s All That is Solid Melts into 
Air is an ideal case in point.  Berman’s book studies the twentieth-century experience and 
likens living in the past 100 years to being at the center of a “maelstrom” and to being 
“...part of a universe in which all that is solid melts into air.”4  Though Berman’s book is 
neither about theater, nor about Beckett, he names Beckett among the key artists who 
                                                
3 The additional plays that Beckett wrote in French while living in France also continue to be discussed as 
reliable representations of what it means to have lived during the twentieth century.  The plays that Beckett 
wrote first in French and later translated into English, in addition to En attendant Godot include Fin de 
partie, Oh les beaux jours!, Éleutheria, Acte sans paroles I, Acte sans paroles II, Catastrophe,  Fragment de 
théâtre I, Fragment de théâtre II, and Quoi òu.  Samuel Beckett, Collected Shorter Plays, 1st Evergreen ed. 
(New York: Grove Press, 1984). 
4 Marshall Berman, All That Is Solid Melts into Air : The Experience of Modernity (New York, N.Y., 
U.S.A.: Viking Penguin, 1988). 
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embrace the notion that the urban universe is in constant flow and change.   Berman says 
that it is not the filling of space, rather emptiness and abstraction that have inspired 
twentieth-century artists: 
 From the triumphs of the abstract expressionists to the radical initiatives of 
 Davis, Mingus and Monk in jazz, to  Camus’ The Fall, Beckett’s Waiting  for  
 Godot, Malamud’s The Magic Barrel, Laing’s The Divided Self, the most exiting 
 work of this era is marked by radical distance from any shared environment.  The 
 environment is not attacked, as it was in so many previous modernisms: it is 
 simply not there…This absence itself may be the most striking proof of the 
 spiritual poverty of the new postwar  environment.5  
In this text, what Berman recognizes as different for the postwar artists is a noticeable 
“absence” of environment.  This absence that Berman highlights is key to understanding 
what the Absurd is in theater—and such a clear definition of the relationship between the 
Absurd and theater, particularly in Beckett’s work, has eluded scholars for decades.  
What has been primarily missing from this definition is clarity in terms of how the 
Absurd translates into a theatrical gesture.   
 The notion of the Absurd took on new proportions in Beckett studies and in 20th 
century French theater studies, and Martin Esslin was one of the first to place Beckett at 
the forefront—the entire first chapter of Esslin’s The Theatre of the Absurd is devoted to 
Beckett.  Esslin attempted to define the “Theater of the Absurd” in specific terms, 
                                                
5 Berman 309-310. 
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ultimately as an attempt to render a seemingly obscure theater palatable for a larger 
audience.  His definition, found in as a succinct list in his chapter “A Tradition of the 
Absurd” delineates this theater as:  
 “Pure” theatre; i.e., abstract, scenic effects as they are familiar in the circus or 
 revue, in the work of jugglers, acrobats, bullfighters, or mimes. 
 Clowning, fooling, and mad-scenes. 
 Verbal nonsense. 
 The literature of dream and fantasy, which often has a strong allegorical 
 component.6 
What was immediately clear to critics at the time, and what remains clear today, is that 
this attempt to define many playwrights in these terms is a gross oversimplification, and 
while it attempts to explain texts that are seemingly obscure, it actually makes them more 
diffuse.  No one playwright completes all of these categories, and the categories 
themselves do not inherently define the Absurd.  Esslin’s terminology, unfortunately, has 
encouraged overly simplified and dismissive analyses of many playwrights (Beckett, 
Pinter, Ionesco, and among the most notable): such analyses focus on the misconception 
that these authors were motivated by and immersed in nonsense and meaninglessness 
merely for the sake of nonsense and meaninglessness.  Esslin’s definition of the absurd in 
theater categorically overlooks the possibility that even in moments where words 
                                                
6 Martin Esslin, The Theatre of the Absurd (Garden City, NY: Anchor Books, 1961) 230. 
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themselves lose their meaning, the gesture and context of these words (with regard to 
history, performance, and the texts themselves) gives them weight, significance. 
 Despite the groundbreaking aspect of Esslin’s work (i.e. his recognition and 
bringing together of many avant-garde playwrights writing at the same time) the Absurd 
in theater became a tangle of debate and study, leading to more hazy categorizations and 
misunderstanding of many of the playwrights that had been canonized under the title of 
Esslin’s book.   In the 1960s and 1970s, many scholars of note recognized the importance 
of France’s role in theater at the time, and many upheld Esslin’s definitions of the Absurd 
as the final word on this subject.  Not all scholars (or playwrights) were won over by the 
categorical finality of Esslin’s book, but instead of working to define the Absurd in terms 
of theater they became snared in criticism of his terminology.  Leonard Pronko’s Avant-
garde: The Experimental Theater in France (1963) is one such text.   
 In response to The Theatre of the Absurd, Pronko examined the same canon of 
plays and playwrights as Martin Esslin.  Pronko’s study affirms the overwhelming trend 
of the struggle with the Absurd, but by focusing on the notion of the avant-garde as it 
related postwar France, he diverted the focus of his study from the misleading label that 
trapped Esslin.  Still, he neglected to define how the Absurd is performed, or how the 
avant-garde is portrayed.  He simply notices, like Esslin, a new trend in theater, led by 
Beckett.  Other studies have perpetuated Esslin’s ill-defined portrayal of the Absurd as it 
relates to Beckett: Ruby Cohn, one of the earliest Beckett scholars, still publishes on 
Beckett and also on the notion of the Absurd as it relates to theater and literature.  In 
1992, Cohn edited a collection of essays, along with Enoch Brater, broaching the subject 
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of the Absurd in theater after the creative surge of the ‘50s and ‘60s entitled Around the 
Absurd.  Cohn and Brater, however, have been cautious in their application of Esslin’s 
terminology, keeping the focus on Beckett, rather than attempting to place all the 
playwrights of an era into one category.  In contrast, while Neil Cornwell’s recent 2006 
volume The Absurd in Literature accurately shows that innumerable writings in the 
twentieth century have struggled with absurdity, his work veers into the strange 
categorical approach that at once shows that these texts are related in that they all deal 
with, as he says “nothing”, and yet that does not clearly demonstrate how these texts do 
the same thing aesthetically or even portray the same kind of Absurd.  Cornwell’s text, 
while interesting in the way that it makes a sweeping survey of twentieth-century 
literature and art, like Martin Esslin’s The Theatre of the Absurd, is too subjective in its 
definition of absurdity, and therefore includes too much and is too unfocused.  This 
survey falls into the same trap as Esslin’s did, confusing the notion and portrayal of 
meaninglessness as an artistic and literary movement.7  None of these texts clarifies what 
the Absurd is or how it is represented, yet all acknowledge its presence as well as its 
prominence in Beckett’s theater.  
 Today, scholars seem less interested in the terminology of the “Theater of the 
Absurd,” and some have provided focus that is necessary for understanding the influence 
                                                
7 Cornwell writes: 
 The present book, while endeavouring to present, to a degree at least, a historical survey of 
 absurdist writing and its forebears, does not aspire to being a comprehensive history of 
 absurdism.  Rather, it pauses on certain historical moments, artistic movements, literary figures 
 and works, before moving on to discuss aspects of the œuvres of a small and select number of 
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of the mid-century theater on contemporary work.  The finest example is Les Essif’s 
2001 publication, Empty Figure on an Empty Stage: the Theatre of Samuel Beckett and 
His Generation.  Essif, who nods to Esslin for having begun the process of defining the 
theater of postwar France, chooses, instead, to focus more sharply on Beckett and other 
playwrights of the moment, defining theater of the mid-century by its use of “emptiness” 
as an aesthetic of space, gesture and historical significance.  Thanks to Essif’s work, a 
definition of the Absurd in theater can approach a new clarity in terms of performance 
and the dramatic act, and, again, with Beckett at the center.   
 As Essif demonstrates, and as this chapter will support, the gesture of emptiness 
that has influenced theater since the postwar era is remarkably Beckettian in appearance.  
Essif’s Empty Figure on an Empty Stage (2001) looks back to the pivotal postwar 
moment in theater, readily acknowledging Beckett once more as the playwright of central 
importance and continued influence.  Of Beckett, Essif writes: 
 Not until the postwar theatre of France, however, do we have examples of 
theatrical art in which the lone figure in empty space becomes the primary end of 
the work...the protagonists of Beckett’s dramatic corpus are more solitary and, 
like the stage space they occupy, more empty.  They represent extreme, reductive 
cases of the dramatic figure as a metaphysical, metatheatrical, human icon; they 
convey a sense of personal emptiness that reflects and coincides with the 
emptiness of the stage space, becoming an empty space in their own right, a 
                                                
 ‘special authors’...perceived, in the author’s view, as key...figures within the designation ‘the 
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metatheatrical space within a theatrical space, which is arguably the most 
disturbing and theatrically effective stage image of all time.8 
Emptiness, as Essif says, is disturbing because (like the Absurd) it offers nothing 
concrete.  But, unlike the Absurd, it can have simple, precise visual and verbal 
representations (i.e. a blank stage, silence, or a flat, undeveloped character), and this is 
key to talking about how the Absurd is represented in theater, how Beckett represented 
the Absurd in his work, and, further, how theater influenced by Beckett takes on a 
similar, “Beckettian” gesture of emptiness. 
 Representations of emptiness in performance do not serve to entertain, rather they 
reflect to the audience the sense that the human figure is of utmost importance 
(illuminated center stage), and wholly insignificant (entirely alone, unable to 
communicate fully).  This constant tension found in Beckett’s plays becomes both 
magnified and upheld in the work of many contemporary French playwrights.  Those of 
greatest importance writing since the 1980s who could arguably fit into this category of 
Beckettian influence include Michel Vinaver, Yasmina Réza, Denise Bonal, Jean-Luc 
Lagarce, Eric Emmanuel-Schmitt, Ariane Mnouchkine, Philippe Minyana and Jean-
Michel Ribes to name a few.  Beckett’s important influence upon these playwrights and 
many others is unquestioned in French scholarship—as one example, a photograph from 
a production of Beckett’s Happy Days, featuring the character Winnie, buried to her chest 
                                                
 absurd.’  Neil Cornwell, The Absurd in Literature, Manchester: New York, 2006, x-xi. 
8 Les Essif, Empty Figure on an Empty Stage : The Theatre of Samuel Beckett and His Generation, Drama 
and Performance Studies ; V. 13. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2001).  
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in a sand hill makes a striking cover on Claude Confortès’ encyclopedic reference guide 
to contemporary French theater, Répertoire du théâtre contemporain de langue française.   
More than mere decoration, the choice to use Winnie as a recognizable icon of French 
theater on the cover of Confortès’ book demonstrates the indisputable status of Beckett as 
an important “French” playwright and a significant influence on contemporary theater.  
Of these French playwrights mentioned above (and included in Confortès’ book), many 
at least appear to bear the mark of Beckett’s influence, but none so much as Bernard-
Marie Koltès. 
KOLTÈS: THE FRENCH “HEIR” TO BECKETT’S THEATRICAL LEGACY 
In contemporary French theater, Koltès is certainly the closest French link in what 
Martin Esslin would have defined as belonging to a “tradition of Theater of the Absurd.”9  
More accurately still, Koltès’ work is the continuation from the so-called Absurdist 
theater, because, as Donia Mounsef aptly notes, the absurdists attempted to 
“...transformer le drame du corps souffrant en drame du langage...et vite en a découvert 
les limites.” (“...transform the drama of the suffering body into the drama of 
language...and quickly discovered the limitations of  this.”).10  Koltès, as this chapter will 
show, reaches beyond these limits set by the past and creates a theater that is at once 
linked to its formidable history and thrust forward into a new avant-garde.  He joins the 
ranks of playwrights whose work consistently represents certain turn-of-the-millennium 
                                                
9 Esslin, Martin.  The Theatre of the Absurd (New York: Doubleday, 1961) 229. 
10 Mounsef, Donia.  Chair et révolte dans le théâtre de Bernard-Marie Koltès (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2005) 
138. 
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anxieties that occur at both cultural and universal levels. For the French, Koltès’ 
importance in a chronology of influential playwrights immediately succeeds Beckett’s.   
Concerning the literary manifestation of emptiness and the anxieties it produces, 
Beckett’s and Koltès’ plays share similar moments of crisis, and, more specifically, find 
focus in both the need and the inability to relate to other human beings.  While there are 
many motifs that connect these two playwrights textually (i.e. two characters in a 
minimalist, desolate setting, hashing out their fated relationships in circumlocutions, 
seemingly about nothing, perhaps waiting for something that never comes), the primary 
interest for this chapter is the importance of a representation of a process of negotiation 
that leads to a transaction that is never transacted, and the physical and verbal violence 
that results from this empty negotiation.  Both playwrights begin their plays in emptiness, 
negotiate the space of the emptiness, and leave their characters in a void of empty-
handedness.  Often with Koltès, as with Beckett, the play ends because it must since the 
relationships between the two characters have ended, leaving no further possibility of 
continuation.  
In the two plays of interest for this chapter, Beckett’s Fragment de théâtre I and 
Koltès’ Dans la solitude des champs de coton, the sensation that something horrible and 
bloody will occur increases in intensity as the plays progress.  There is a building 
expectation for a physical clash, and the psychological elements leading up to the clash 
only heighten this tension.  The expectation of violence is in direct rapport with certain 
anxieties: 1). Anxieties related specifically to the need for a satisfying relationship with 
other human beings, and 2). Anxieties related to the utter impossibility of 
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communication.  Scholar David Fancy explains, in reference to Koltès and the French 
director Patrice Chéreau, that the twentieth century “...with its many wars, genocides and 
bloody liberationist movements—provided Chéreau and Koltès with ample reason to 
stage the inevitability of violence.”11  This sentiment surely applies not only to Koltès 
and Chéreau, but defines Beckett’s work as well.  For example, recent studies of 
Beckett’s writing, particularly of En attendant Godot, show that this work was more 
inspired by the events of World War II than previously thought, particularly France’s 
involvement with the deportation and murder of thousands of its own Jewish citizens.12  
As a result, the plays’ manifestation of these anxieties is seen not only in their words and 
in the rhythm of speech, but also in their representations on stage.   
Emptiness, for both Koltès and Beckett, becomes the theme of the stage set, with 
the human figure illuminated at the center, and with the surrounding emptiness becoming 
heavily significant. Chéreau, Koltès’ prized director and friend, at times took this 
emptiness too far, according to some critics, dwarfing the actors (and, in turn, the 
audience) in such large-scale sets that, by hyper-emphasizing the emptiness, he lost not 
only the words of the text (they could not be heard), but also his audiences.  David Fancy 
describes the effect of Chéreau’s hyper-emptiness from the scene of Chéreau’s 
production of Combat de nègre et de chiens: 
                                                
11 David Fancy, "The 'Darkness' at the End of the Theatre: Chéreau, Koltès, Nanterre," Contemporary 
Theatre Review 14.4 (2004) 82. 
12 Jackie Blackman, "Samuel Beckett, Jews, and the Cruelty of War," Program arranged by the Samuel 
Beckett Society, MLA Convention (Hyatt Regency, Chicago: 2007). 
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Spectators arriving at the theatre made their way into a cavernous, 
transformable and ironically named ‘petite salle’.  Flanked on two sides by 
uncomfortable benches, a large open work yard covered in soil and bathed in fog 
was overarched by an immense concrete viaduct supported by three large 
pillars...the hyperreal environment was so overpowering at times that the actors 
were often hidden and frequently rendered inaudible.  Indeed, the extinction of the 
text and its delivery under the looming weight of the design served to actualize a 
sort of continual implosion of theatricality.13 
What Fancy’s interpretation of this particular stage set shows is that, while a play may 
appear either simplistic or meaningless because of the absurdity it portrays, it is neither of 
these, and choosing the best way to portray such a text to an audience is a continually 
experimental process.  As it is with Koltès, such is the case with Beckett. 
“IL TOURNE LA PAGE DE BECKETT...”14 
While Bernard-Marie Koltès himself did not explicitly claim a connection to the 
plays of Samuel Beckett in his writing (unlike other contemporary playwrights such as 
British playwright Sarah Kane or American Christopher Durang), his admirers, critics, 
and colleagues agree that Koltès’ contributions to theater belong to a lineage of great 
playwrights—and that his work derives much influence from Beckett. Critics have 
sweepingly compared Koltès’ work to that of the “grinning absurdists” seeking to “make 
                                                
13 Fancy 75. 
14Brigitte Salino, "Une Étrange Comédie Au Confins De L'angoisse Et De La Solitude," Le monde 
3/20/2007.  
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things both specific and so vague as to absorb anything we care to project on them, and 
giving us in return, if not illumination, at least catharsis.”15 This proclamation, while 
furthering the vagueness of the term “absurdist,” denies substance and implies that 
Koltès’ plays are meaningless.  Furthermore, the use of the word “grinning” implies 
trickery and duplicity, perpetuating the concept of the Absurd as it relates to theater as a 
dismissive buzzword, severing these plays from a connection to theater history, and 
removing the possibility of traditional notions of catharsis.16  More often than not, these 
plays depict the moments leading to meaninglessness rather than meaninglessness itself.  
Once all further possibility of meaning has been exhausted, and the Absurd has been 
established, then the plays necessarily end.  This is perhaps where Beckett and Koltès 
align most closely.  To this point, the associations made between Beckett and Koltès have 
been defined in terms of feeling, of atmosphere, of intangible and ill-defined correlations.   
In recent reviews and scholarship, Koltès has frequently been mentioned 
alongside Beckett.  One review of a production of Koltès’ Combat de nègre et de chiens, 
cites French director Jacques Nichet as saying that for him, Koltès “turns Beckett’s 
page,” thus recognizing Koltès as the direct continuation and next step from Beckett’s 
work.17  Also, in the May/June 2007 issue of American Theatre, in his article 
                                                
15John Simon, "Wham Bam," New York March 11, 1996. 
16David Pelizzari, "Performance Review: Dans La Solitude Des Champs De Coton," Theatre Journal 48.3 
(1996).  Pelizzari also makes this reference in his review of the same production:  “Even if Chéreau has 
blanched the play, the taste of Dans la solitude is still weird and strong.  Koltès has arguably made the most 
important contruibution to French dramaturgy since the grinning absurdists—whose work is already over 
forty years old and whose clever nihilisms now sound like middle-class navel-gazing.”  
17 Nichet says of Beckett: “...il tourne la page de Beckett en réintroduisant une histoire, des personnages...”  
(“...he turns Beckett’s page by reintroducing a story, characters...”).  Salino, Le monde 3/20/2007. 
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“Translation in Action: The Koltès Mystique,” Randy Gener proclaims that Koltès was: 
“...the true spiritual heir of Samuel Beckett.”18  Certainly, Koltès follows Beckett in his 
important innovations, adding a more precise story, as Nichet says, and giving yet 
another new language to theater—yet no study as of yet has demonstrated how Koltès 
represents both this furthering and continuation of Beckett’s work. 
In his article in Théâtre Aujourd’hui No. 5, “Koltès, Combats avec la scène,” 
Jean-Claude Lallias emphasizes the sentiment that Koltès’ dramatic contribution, like 
Beckett’s, is a classically significant one to twentieth-century theater:   
Si l’on veut bien admettre qu’une œuvre “classique” est d’abord celle qui 
condense les visions les plus aiguës de son temps et propulse des formes neuves à 
travers une langue superbe—au plein sens du mot “inouïe”—l’œuvre théâtrale de 
Koltès rejoint alors immédiatement celles de Shakespeare, Molière, Beckett, 
Tchékov, Racine...ces très rares dramaturges qui, tout en faisant l’offrande d’un 
monde personnel, “ouvrent le regard.”19   
If one wants to admit that a “classical” work is first of all one that 
condenses the most narrow visions of its time and propels new forms across a 
superb language—in the full sense of the expression “unheard of”—Koltès’ body 
of theatrical work rejoins therefore immediately that of Shakespeare, Molière, 
                                                
18 Randy Gener, "The Koltès Mystique," American Theatre May/June 2007, 42-43. 
19 Roger-François Gauthier, Jean-Claude Lallias, Jean-Jacques Arnault and Centre national de 
documentation pédagogique (France), Koltès, Combats Avec La Scène, Théâtre Aujourd'hui ; No 5. (Paris: 
CNDP, 1996) 5. 
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Beckett, Chekov, Racine...these very rare playwrights who, all the while creating 
a personal world, “open the perspective.” 
What Lallias notices here signifies more than a connection by influence—in naming only 
Beckett and Koltès as the representatives of the 20th century, he places Koltès at a level of 
classical importance.  His comment that each of these playwrights holds sacred the 
subjective, personal world (“en faisant l’offrande d’un monde personnel”) they open up 
the perspective/gaze (“ouvrent le regard”) of those who encounter their work.  Thus, their 
work is distinctly personal and reassuringly human, bearing a desire to take theater to a 
new place.  It is the process of opening up theater to a new realm that places both Beckett 
and Koltès at another level apart from their contemporaries.    
 “Opening the perspective,” to appropriate Lallias’ words, aptly describes the work 
of the avant-garde artists/writers like Koltès.  Playwrights who genuinely fall into the 
avant-garde category consistently demonstrate an understanding and mastery of classical 
forms, as well as a unique insight and creativity that combines to bring about a new 
product that is at once threatening to old forms and pays homage to them.  The successful 
avant-garde writer understands what came before, knows how to imitate that work, and 
has foresight that illuminates where innovation can be made.  Koltès’ innovation is found 
in his ability to create works that seem structurally new but that uphold certain ideals of 
classical theater.  Dans la solitude des champs de coton does just this, placing Koltès, 
once more, in line with Beckett. 
Donia Mounsef, in her book Chair et révolte dans le théâtre de Bernard-Marie 
Koltès, shows another point of view—seeing the avant-garde that Koltès represented as a 
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threat to theater’s ultimate continuation.  Considering the avant-garde as a threat is not a 
new critical approach to literature and art—many critics of the twentieth century have 
been known to attack the new, seeing it as the beginning of the end for certain media.  
Even director Patrice Chéreau, a close friend and admirer of Koltès, has called Koltès’ 
work “the end of theater”, and, noticeably, Chéreau has turned primarily to filmmaking 
and opera since his productions of Koltès’ plays in the 1980s and 1990s.20   Such notions 
of theater’s “end” and of new concepts being a threat to future creativity express a kind of 
naïveté, having the potential to deny further thought, to prohibit future scholarship, and to 
limit a wider public reception of new ideas, but perhaps they also represent a very human 
reaction to the kind of emptiness that these playwrights uphold and magnify with their 
work.  Ironically, predictions of the “end” of theater, while sounding slightly paranoid, 
serve to highlight the reality of the anxieties that these plays portray, demonstrating their 
relevance to contemporary society. 
Playwrights of the twentieth century have often endured and withstood such 
criticism.  Mounsef defines in more detail the expression of Chéreau’s despair at finding 
himself, as Fancy says, “at the End of Theatre.”  Mounsef writes that theater in the 
twentieth century, in its transition from modern to postmodern, has been nothing but a 
series of crises, and that each crisis threatens the existence of theater.  Mounsef says:  
Le postmoderne cherche à savoir si la dramaturgie peut transcender les 
nombreuses crises qui scandent l’histoire du théâtre: crise du langage, crise du 
                                                
20 Fancy 82. 
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personnage, crise de la représentation.  L’on remarquera en effet que le théâtre n’a 
jamais cessé d’être en crise, une crise qui depuis au moins La dernière bande de 
Beckett tend à épuiser l’acte théâtrale.21 
The postmodern seeks to know if playwriting can transcend the numerous crises 
that punctuate the history of theater: the crisis of language, the crisis of character, 
the crisis of representation.  One will notice, in fact, that theater has never ceased 
to be in crisis, a crisis that, since Beckett’s Krapp’s Last Tape tends to exhaust the 
theatrical act. 
 What Mounsef calls crisis might also be called development—concerning the 
mid-century theatrical avant-garde in France.  Mounsef rightly associates Koltès 
alongside Beckett as being part of a lineage of twentieth-century changes in theater, but 
her vision of a crisis that “exhausted the theatrical act” is a narrow one.  She looks to 
these playwrights as the creators of crisis, when, in reality they were reacting to crisis, 
and, while their innovations shook the foundations of traditional French theater, Beckett 
and Koltès created as much, if not more, than they tore down.22   
 Such criticism highlights a common fear-based reaction: the notion that what is 
new is a threat to history, to tradition, and ultimately, to meaning itself.  Such criticisms 
have historically followed after playwrights belonging to the so-called “Theater of the 
Absurd.”  The critic Kenneth Tynan’s dialogue with Eugène Ionesco less than half a 
                                                
21 Mounsef 21.   
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century prior to Mounsef’s commentary on Koltès posed the same questions and 
displayed similar concerns.  Ionesco countered the attack on difference and newness with 
the cool knowledge that art could only be threatened by those attempting to guard against 
change.23  What emerges in this observation, of relevance to this study, is a connection 
that transcends these historical markers, and, somewhere, between “opening the 
perspective” and “exhausting the act of theater,” Koltès takes the stage, “turns Beckett’s 
page,” and takes the text and performance of theater into the new millennium.  Indeed, 
Beckett’s work created a “crisis” of sorts whose effects are still reverberating today, seen 
specifically in the international, mass acceptance of the Beckettian gesture of emptiness: 
the blank stage, the grappling with meaning, the self facing itself and its own 
meaninglessness.  Koltès’ work followed suit, though his acclaim and influence on 
theater may have been slower in their onset.  Beckett and Koltès, as critics such as 
Mounsef and Tynan tend to suggest, did not create the crises that come into focus in this 
chapter.  Rather, the notion of created crises is rejected, and, where anxieties related to 
crises are concerned, the focus is on the historical, political, and social crises that were 
the impetus and inspiration for Koltès, Beckett and the other playwrights to be discussed 
later in this dissertation. 
                                                
22 For Beckett: World War II and the deportation and disappearance of many of his Jewish friends in Paris; 
for Koltès: the French struggle with its destructive colonial past and the crises of continued and increasing 
racial tensions (globally, not just in terms of French politics).  
23 Esslin 80-83.   
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THE BECKETTIAN MONOLOGUE AND KOLTÈS’ LA NUIT JUSTE AVANT LES FORÊTS 
 La Nuit juste avant les forêts, written in 1977 is Koltès’ first work that distinctly 
sets him apart from other playwrights, and the first play where his affinities with Beckett 
emerge.  Open quotation marks at the beginning of the monologue are the only indication 
that the text should (or could) be spoken aloud; there is no other indication of an end 
other than their closing that finishes the text.  Nothing in the text indicates at all that it is 
a play, and yet, it is, and was first presented as a play at the Festival d’Avignon (off) in 
July 1977 and later published in 1981.24   
 La Nuit juste avant les forêts, as Koltès’ first play, is nearly a contemporary of 
some of Beckett’s shorter plays, written in the same time period, and thus it is more 
appropriately said that these works have overlapping similarities, rather than Koltès’ 
bearing the definitive marks of Beckett’s influence.  The shorter Beckett plays that truly 
complement La Nuit juste avant les forêts include Eh Joe (1965), Not I (1973) and A 
Piece of Monologue (1979).  The similarity is most evident in the way that Koltès’ play 
focuses on enunciation of a lone character’s peripatetic thoughts, where nothing is held 
back.  La Nuit juste avant les forêts involves one, unnamed character delivering one, 
sixty-three page long, frenetic utterance.  As with Beckett, traditional sentence structures 
have disappeared, and punctuation serves the purpose of adding breath and rhythm, much 
like a poem, less like prose.25  Like other Koltès plays, this play is emptied of stage notes, 
                                                
24 Bident 109. 
25 Koltès’ style is attributed not only to Beckett’s influence, but also to William Faulkner’s elegiac prose.  
David Bradby and Annie Sparks mention this in their study of contemporary theater. David Bradby and 
Annie Sparks, Mise En Scène : French Theatre Now (London: Methuen Drama, 1997) 81. 
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and, furthermore, liberated from direct dialogue. 26  The monologue reveals a series of 
experiences in one night of a single, nameless male character, who is only ever 
referenced in the first person: “je.”  Koltès hints at stage directions through the speech of 
this character; readers and audiences of this play are privy to his every thought, his every 
action, and his every encounter.  The text subtly reveals all about him, without jarring, 
heavy-handed indications of what is taking place. 
 Peter Brook’s study The Empty Space remarks that the traditional use of stage 
notes changed dramatically in the 20th century, and says that “the best dramatists” are 
likely to use them sparingly.  Brook’s remark suggests a conviction that a well-crafted 
play will direct itself, and not need excessive explanation, and this comment seems to 
point directly to Koltès work, and his minimal if nonexistent stage notes, especially La 
Nuit juste avant les forêts.27  Whether or not Koltès lack of stage notes qualifies him as 
being one of the “best” playwrights, this absence in the text highlights potential for an 
empty stage. 
                                                
26 It is important to acknowledge that Koltès’ choice not to use stage notes asserts his place as a twentieth-
century playwright.  Many writers of twentieth-century theater, including Beckett and Ionesco among 
others, transformed the concept of the stage-note.  Ionesco’s usage was particularly innovative, he mocked 
the idea of les didascalies, rendering them all but useless for a director’s purpose—in some of his plays 
they serve only to entertain a reader of the text.  The opening scene of La cantatrice chauve with the 
repetition of the adjective “anglais” is one well-known example.  Just as Ionesco’s purposefully useless 
stage notes emphasize the heaviness and significance of meaninglessness in his play, it can also be said that 
Koltès’ absent stage notes also emphasize a emptiness in the text and can only evoke, in terms of 
performance, a blank stage. 
27 Considering playwriting with minimal stage notes, Brooks writes: “Some writers attempt to nail down 
their meaning and intentions in stage directions and explanations, yet we cannot help being struck by the 
fact that the best dramatists explain themselves the least.  They recognize that the only way to find the true 
path to the speaking of a word is through a process that parallels the original creative one.”  Peter Brook, 
The Empty Space, First Touchstone Edition ed. (New York, New York: Touchstone, 1996) 13. 
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 In this play, Koltès has taken the lack of stage notes to a new extreme.  Because 
all symbols and signs traditionally indicative of a dramatic text have been eliminated, all 
theatrical gesture in this play emerges entirely as a result of the careful construction of 
the main character’s utterances. From the opening line of the play, movements are 
described as part of the poetry of the text: “Tu tournais le coin de la rue lorsque je t’ai 
vu...” and the character (or possibly multiple characters) are set in motion by the 
monologue.28  The tone is natural enough that no direction and every direction are given, 
surreptitiously, within the monologue itself.  
 While his use of stage notes often differs greatly from Koltès’, Beckett’s 
directions are often sparing, and when not sparing, painstakingly intentional. Beckett’s 
directions have a filmic quality, and at times almost beg for a full symphony with a 
conductor, suggesting glances, pauses, breaths, crescendos and decrescendos through his 
punctuation—such as in Not I, Play and A Piece of Monologue.  Koltès, in La Nuit juste 
avant les forêts, takes the similar musicality of Beckett’s monologue plays one step 
further by dropping all directions from the form of stage notes, inserting instead all 
glances, breaths, and other movements directly into the punctuation and uttered speech of 
“je.”  Both playwrights understood the importance of the spoken word to their work, and 
they allowed their utterances to speak for themselves by resolutely eliminating 
extraneous messages.   
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 From the outset of Koltès’ play, the speaker, “je,” addresses a “tu” who is, at 
times, someone familiar to him, a friend to whom he recounts his day and his wanderings 
through an unnamed city (“pour que cette fois je te retrouve toi, de l’autre côté du coin et 
que j’ose crier: camarade!...”; “...so that this time I find you again, on the other side of the 
corner and that I dare to shout out: comrade!...”),29 and who, at other times, is a stranger 
on the street and at other times still, his own alter-ego (“...tu es toujours plus étranger, tu 
es de moins en moins chez toi, on te pousse toujours plus loin...”; “...you are always more 
distant, you are less and less at home, they push you always further....”30  The following 
passage demonstrates the energy of the text—the rhythm of it—and shows the way in 
which stage directions are included in the audible utterance.  Using an accumulation of 
actions in the present tense, “je” maintains a feeling of immediacy in his speech: 
...je me lève, je cavale à travers les couloirs, je saute les escaliers, je sors du 
souterrain, et dehors je cours, je rêve encore de bière, je cours, de bière, de bière, 
je me dis: quel bordel, les airs d’opéra, les femmes, la terre froide, la fille en 
chemise de nuit, les putes et les cimetières, et je cours je ne me sens plus...31  
...I wake up, I rush through the hallways, I skip up the stairs, I exit the 
underground, and outside I run, I dream still of beer, I run, of beer, of beer, I say 
to myself: what a mess, the arias, the women, the cold earth, the girl in a 
nightgown, the whores and the cemeteries, and I run I feel myself no longer...  
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This galloping, step-by-step list of the narrator’s actions, his thoughts, and his emotions, 
as told to the “tu” who may or may not be present on the stage, produces the sense that 
this is not a speech, but a piece of music.  Similarly, the rhythm of Beckett’s words in 
several of his plays often gives an intentionally musical performance.  In Not I, Beckett 
even labels the four sections of this short play “movements” rather than “scenes.”  This 
transition between “movement 2” and “movement 3,” for example, demonstrates 
Beckett’s simulation of a musical composition: 
 ...something she--...something she had to--...what?..who?..no!..she!... [Pause and  
 movement 3.]  ...something she had to--...what?..the buzzing?..yes...all the time  
 the buzzing...dull roar...in the skull...and the beam...ferreting around...painless...so  
 far...ha!..so far...then thinking...oh long after...sudden flash... perhaps something  
 she had to...32  
In this passage, the hiccoughing rhythm and the repetitiveness of Beckett’s phrasing both 
resonates with and differs from Koltès’ writing, but the attention to pause, repetition, and 
the way in which words control the speed of the text show remarkable parallels.  
Furthermore, the speed that Koltès’ play might induce when spoken, and the halting and 
repetitious fragments of Beckett’s text produce characters who demonstrate similar, 
profound anxieties: “je” is unable to hold still, constantly running after something just out 
of reach: and “Mouth” in Not I expresses a space of memory and discomfort—no thought 
is ever fully complete, no action fully explained.   
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 La Nuit juste avant les forêts depicts a somewhat more linear narrative than 
Beckett’s play, with a more identifiably human character, about whom many specific 
details surface: he is male, he is Muslim, he is a homosexual, and he has spent a night 
evading and encountering the dangers and hurdles that an urban life on the margins of 
society throws before him.  Here is where we find distinct contrast with Beckett’s 
“Mouth.”  While it has been inferred that Mouth is a woman, Beckett’s stage notes do not 
allow the satisfaction of knowing who, or even what, Mouth is.  Mouth is simply a 
mouth.  Beckett’s stage notes demand that the light be focused directly on the mouth of 
the actor on the stage so that, for the spectator, Mouth appears bodiless.  Furthermore, as 
Beckett writes, Mouth is of a “sex undeterminable.”33  The hyperventilating speech, 
marked only by ellipses, creates the musicality of Beckett’s text, and while much may be 
discovered about the bodiless Mouth floating above the stage, ultimately it is the rhythm 
and repetition that gives the play its impact on the audience.  The rhythm, while musical, 
might remind the spectator/listener of feelings of intense worry and preoccupation with 
the fact of living: 
...out...into this world...this world...tiny little thing...before its time...in a godfor--
...what?...girl?...yes...tiny little girl...into this...out into this...before her 
time...godforsaken hole called...called...no matter...parents unknown...unheard 
of... 34 
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Mouth struggles to make sense of its past, struggles with memory, with the ability to 
complete a thought, and the circumlocution of thoughts going round and round appear to 
teeter at the edge of sanity, or, as has been sometimes suggested, in the moments before 
death. 
 Koltès own speech pattern as heard in the following excerpt from an interview 
with journalist Lucien Attoun, reverberates with a rhythm similar to his writing, full of 
ellipses and commas, barely a breath for a period.  Here, while sounding almost like the 
“je” of La Nuit juste avant les forêts, he expresses that the missing punctuation in his text 
was intended to recreate the feeling of endless possibility and musicality much like that 
found in a “fugue by Bach:”  
...ça semblerait un peu à une fugue de Bach dont les thèmes sont d’abord 
d’exposer, ensuite inverser, ensuite transcrire de trente-six manières...et on a 
l’impression que ca pourrait être joué à l’infini et on s’arrête quand on le desire et 
c’est pour ça que j’ai écrit ce texte uniquement avec des virgules, des tirets les 
choses comme ça, et je l’ai arrété sans ponctuation comme ça, parce qu’il aurait 
pû durer...35 
...it would seem a little like a fugue by Bach where the themes are first to expose, 
then to invert, then to transcribe in thirty-six ways...and one has the impression 
that could be played ad infinitum and one stops when one desires it and it’s for 
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this that I wrote this text only with commas, with dashes things like that, and I 
stopped it without punctuation like that because it could have gone on... 
As the play goes on, the possibility of an end point seems to get further and further out of 
reach, carried by the fluid listing of events and the rhythm of the punctuation, and, 
indeed, as Koltès remarked in the above citation: “Ça pourrait être joué à l’infini...” This 
possible infinity applies to the style of Beckett’s plays as well—there is no definite 
ending, no point at which the ramble, the free, but linear flow of thoughts should 
necessarily come to an end.  The end of this play comes about out of practicality, and also 
out of the feeling that some part of the relationship between the “tu” and the “je” has 
become nonnegotiable, forcing the play to a close, but it finishes in uncertainty, without 
even an ellipsis to mark its termination.36  In speech, both the playwright and his 
characters chase breathlessly after life in an attempt to follow its rhythms, not necessarily 
to capture it, but to recognize its futility and relish in its unimportance.  Words become a 
constant ebbing and flowing negotiation between meaning and sound, as he explains in 
another interview: 
...la vie ne me convient pas en soi. Non ça ne me convient pas....elle est là, elle est 
là, elle est minuscule, ce n’est pas grande chose, je ne suis pas le premier de le 
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dire. Shakespeare se l’est bien raconté, c’est pour ça que le théâtre c’est bien. 
C’est la futilité...l’existence, la vie qui est la chose la plus futile...37 
...life in itself is not satisfactory to me.  No, it is not satisfying for me...It’s there, 
it’s there, it’s miniscule, it’s no big deal.  I’m not the first one to say it.  
Shakespeare certainly told himself this, it’s for this reason that theater is good.  
It’s futility...existence, life is the most futile thing... 
Ironically, Koltès found satisfaction in representing the futility of living (or perhaps the 
tangibility of emptiness), as he describes here, and both the musicality and meaning 
behind of the main character’s voice in La nuit juste avant les forêts exhibit this feeling.   
This “je” at once reflects this notion of futility (he is despairing and hopeful) and is 
simultaneously worn down, breathless, and embodies a feeling of perpetual motion.  
Despairingly he says:   
 ...je ne peux pas être vraiment content, pas comme ceux d’ici toujours l’air 
 content, toujours prêts à jouir, moi, il y a toujours derrière ma tête, qui me 
 reviennent tout d’un coup, des histoires de forêt où rien n’ose bouger à cause des 
 mitraillettes...38 
 ...I can’t be truly happy, not like those who are from here always seeming happy, 
 always ready to take pleasure in something, me, there is always something behind 
 my thoughts that comes back to me all at once, stories of the forest where nothing 
 dares to move because of the machine-guns... 
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Here his despair is illustrated by his saying that happiness cannot be his because of 
nightmarish images that haunt him (in this case, “stories of the forest where nothing dares 
to move because of machine-guns...”).  Through the course of the play he repeats certain 
words and phrases, and these representations appear to push past the despair, driving the 
play forward.  
 The repetition insists on an abstract hopefulness, and it augments the sense of 
perpetual motion, as exemplified by the accumulation of repetitions scattered across the 
last page of the play: “...je cours je cours je cours”;  “mama mama mama”; “je t’aime 
camarade, camarade”; “je t’aime, et le reste, de la bière, de la bière”; “et puis toujours la 
pluie, la pluie, la pluie, la pluie”; (“...I run I run I run”; “mama mama mama”; “I love you 
comrade, comrade”; “I love you, and everything else, beer, beer”; “and then always the 
rain, the rain, the rain, the rain.”).39 Some understanding of this “je”, of his life and 
personality, as with Beckett’s Mouth, can be derived from his speech. The most striking 
similarities are found in their sound—the frenzied musicality seen in their language 
marked by hesitation, fear and anxiety.  Both plays are representative of their respective 
playwright’s body of work, demonstrating entrenched anxieties about human 
communication, about isolation and marginalization in a vastly urbanized world, and 
often depict modernity and industrialization as a backdrop wasteland where an enriching, 
satisfying experience of living is not possible.  These anxieties are manifest not only in 
the language (both in rhythm and meaning), but also in the kind of performances they 
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demand.  Both demand physical representations of emptiness: the lone, disembodied 
Mouth in Not I, and the lone, wandering “je” in La Nuit juste avant les forêts.  This 
resemblance, while demonstrating several likenesses between Koltès and Beckett, only 
scratches the surface of the harmony between their works.    
Part B: Beckett and Koltès: Negotiation of the Void 
GODOT/COTON: A LIKELY COMPARISON 
 As the previous example shows, Koltès’ plays do not mirror Beckett’s, nor do 
they directly allude to his writing.  However, in addition to certain thematic similarities, 
the setting and the mood created by Koltès’ style hearkens to Beckett’s theater.  Koltès’ 
work, in many ways, represents an amplification, or an extreme version, of Beckett’s.  It 
is for these reasons that his play Dans la solitude des champs de coton has been often 
likened to Beckett’s En attendant Godot—and while this is a valid comparison, it is not 
the richest comparison that may be made. 
 In En attendant Godot and Dans la solitude des champs de coton, Beckett and 
Koltès submerge their characters in an urban grayness—in an empty, shadowy setting, 
void of vegetation, nearly void of human life, and marked by the apocalyptic desolation 
of crumbling and impersonal buildings.  In both of their plays, the characters are stripped 
to their most basic humanity, to their almost animal selves.  They teeter between 
moments of intellectual depth and brute animal instinct.  They exist in such a marginal, 
dim space that everything is set on edge—their emotions, their relationship to each other, 
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their lives, their existence, and the deal or transaction being negotiated (as in the case of 
both Fragment de théâtre I and Dans la solitude des champs de coton).  The Koltèsian and 
Beckettian visions of absurdity emerge not only in their use of language, but also in the 
affinity of their anxieties:  existence is a tragedy (inevitable destiny); true meaning is 
always just out of reach; and the need for others, for relationships is shared between 
characters and is always and inevitably dissatisfying. 
 A juxtaposition of En attendant Godot with Dans la solitude des champs de coton 
provides basic points for comparison: 1.) Both have pairs of dejected characters who take 
center stage (i.e. le Dealer and le Client in Koltès’ play and Estragon and Vladimir in 
Beckett’s); 2.) Both have desolate, minimalist settings; 3.) Both demonstrate the sense 
that the world beyond is a void; 4.) Both contain a spiraling dialogue that initially appears 
to go nowhere, but, arguably progresses in terms of the play’s structure.  But, these two 
plays, while it has been said that they are both about the experience of waiting, differ 
greatly in their subject matter.   The Dealer and the Client, unlike Vladimir and Estragon, 
are not waiting.  Rather, they are negotiating their relationship.  This distinction is 
crucial, but, as a closer examination of the text will show, easily overlooked.   
 David Pelizzari’s review of Patrice Chéreau’s 1996 production of Dans la solitude 
des champs de coton performed at the Brooklyn Academy of Music Opera House 
supports this concept.  Pelizzari criticizes the obvious and overly simplistic connection 
made by Chéreau saying that this production “...pushed the play back towards the 
familiar template of En attendant Godot: the dialogue of the Client and the Dealer fills 
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the gap while they wait for fulfillment that never comes.”40  Pelizzari recognizes that by 
“whitewashing” the cast and giving the play the obvious air of something Godot-like, 
Chéreau actually prevents Koltès from taking Beckett to another level—he forces the 
work backwards, historically speaking.  Pelizzari remarks that Chéreau “...fails to follow 
Koltès’ gaze forward....”41    
 The similarities between En attendant Godot and Dans la solitude des champs de 
coton are found in the banter, the gray settings, the position of everything being on the 
edge of everything else, but the concerns projected by their authors are not the same.  
Vladimir and Estragon need each other for different reasons than the Client and the 
Dealer in Dans la solitude des champs de coton.  Vladimir and Estragon do not negotiate 
the boundaries of their relationship: the play depends on their interaction in order to 
continue, but their existence does not depend this interaction.  Vladimir and Estragon do, 
however, depend on waiting, and this is the apex of the play.  Beckett’s pair share 
helplessness, confusion, and powerlessness.  To say that the Client and the Dealer in 
Dans la solitude des champs de coton are waiting in a similar helplessness is a 
misconception of the play.  The indication, as Pelizzari noted above, that Chéreau’s 
production elevates the sense of waiting demonstrates a misrepresentation of this play.  
Visually, being on an empty street or road, with a plot primarily driven forward by two 
characters and their dialogue—these are reasonable comparisons, but a closer study 
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reveals that Koltès takes the vision, the feel, and the goal of something Godot-like to a 
new level—he takes theater to a simultaneously concentrated and magnified examination 
of human interaction in a world marked by emptiness.   
 In Dans la solitude des champs de coton, time starts running out as soon as the 
Client and the Dealer meet.  In En attendant Godot, time appears indistinct, the two acts 
of the play show that day passes into night, giving the sense that the span of the play 
takes place in a period faster than real-time.  Conversely, Dans la solitude des champs de 
coton has no pauses, and the play verbally expands an interaction that might take less 
than ten minutes in real time.  En attendant Godot takes place in a space of infinity, 
whereas Dans la solitude des champs de coton magnifies the finite.  More satisfying, even 
uncanny parallels may be found Dans la solitude des champs de coton and Beckett’s short 
play, Fragment de théâtre I: both plays find their momentum in the negotiation of an 
impossible deal. 
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Chapter 2: Transacting Emptiness: Fragment de théâtre I and Dans la 
solitude des champs de coton 
PARALLEL DEALS 
 In the same review of Dans la solitude des champs de coton mentioned in Chapter 
1, David Pelizzari’s description captures the essence of Koltès’ construction of this play: 
...in a verbal slow motion so extreme that we watch these men meet as if through 
 the lens of an electron microscope: inside every desire they name is a clause about 
 other desires; every motive they acknowledge contains a parenthesis about deeper 
 motives; every condition they set has a caveat about further conditions.42 
Koltès takes something very small and blows it up—the small moment, the glimpse of 
life swells to epic size.   The parallels between this play and Beckett’s shorter Fragment 
de théâtre I provide a rich interpretation, through the lens of theater, of human interaction 
as it is driven by basic needs (such as for food and shelter) and for human connection.  
They also demonstrate how tenuous the relationships are that are necessary to fulfill these 
needs.  
 Koltès’ plays add a new level of complication to Beckett’s representations of 
human experience.  Like Beckett’s clownish, type-cast characters, Koltès also uses his 
own version of type characters, hearkening back to classical theater of Aeschylus, 
Sophocles and Euripides as well as European traditions like the Commedia dell’Arte. 
Considering, for example, the characters from En attendant Godot, Vladimir, Estragon, 
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Lucky, Pozzo and the two (or one?) boys—each of these characters seem familiar, like 
exaggerated personalities from silent films or vaudevillian clowns.  Their banter and 
conversations reveal them to be mostly one-dimensional, almost allegorical symbols of 
human beings rather than complex individuals (i.e. Vladimir is the thoughtful one, 
Estragon the dumb one, Pozzo the semi-villain, Lucky his grumbling, corpse-like 
sidekick).  The two boys who appear to report on the status of Godot’s arrival come and 
go like mysterious monotone ghosts.  Statements pile up—the conversation has a 
tendency to circle back on itself, returning to certain ideas, such as Estragon’s problems 
with his shoes, or Vladimir’s and Estragon’s consideration of the tree and how they might 
try to hang themselves from it, taking on a sculptural quality, developing the feeling of 
the scene.  However, because no progress is made in the cyclic conversation, the 
characters do not advance.  Rather, they go back to where they began, starting over like 
blank slates, and it is their words, not their personalities that bear the weight of the play.   
 The characters “A” and “B” in Beckett’s Fragment de théâtre I resemble his 
characters in En attendant Godot; A and B are the foreshortened versions of Vladimir and 
Estragon—or perhaps even of Hamm and Clov from Fin de partie.  All of these 
Beckettian characters have physical ailments that prevent them from finding comfort.  A 
and B, even more than Vladimir and Estragon, are propelled rapidly by their interchange 
into a kind of cycle that cannot be escaped and that comes to a violent, abrupt end.  
Furthermore there is no development of character; A and B learn nothing, nor do they do 
anything to progress or ameliorate their situation.   
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 Similarly, Koltès’ characters have a distinct flatness—particularly in Dans la 
solitude des champs de coton—where, one could argue, that it is the utterances of le 
Client and le Dealer, rather than these characters themselves, that take the starring roles.  
The reader and the audience know nothing of these characters other than their titles—
they are not even granted the distinction of names, rather, they are the embodiment of 
certain roles.  Also, like Beckett, much of Koltès’ work arguably maintains aspects of 
classical French theater, such as the notion of les trois unités, which remain important to 
French theater today, while at the same time, pushing it forward.  For example, in both 
Dans la solitude des champs de coton and in Fragment de théâtre I, the traditional “trois 
unités” occur in this manner: 1). Time: the play takes place in an isolated space of time 
that is less than 24 hours; 2). Place: the setting does not change, it occurs on the street 
between buildings in Koltès’ case, and on a street corner in Beckett’s; and 3). Action: the 
play focuses on one primary action, which is the negotiation of a deal.  As Beckett and 
Koltès push the limits of traditional theater and explore the boundaries of emptiness, the 
maintenance of these unities helps to ground the play for the audience—these unities are 
what demonstrate that time is progressing, and that, while the play may seem to have no 
plot (especially for Beckett), movement of some kind is taking place.  These classical 
unities are simultaneously upheld and challenged in these plays, and this choice serves to 
anchor the audience rather than to alienate them.  
 Also in keeping with more traditional, Aristotelian theater, no blood is shed 
onstage, though the potential for real physical violence exists, and, furthermore, the 
characters cannot escape the tragic fate set before them, which is the impossibility of 
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their negotiations coming to fruition.  The retention of these classical elements vis-à-vis 
the seeming newness presented by both playwrights in these two texts has an astonishing 
effect: while the avant-garde nature of both of these plays still today knocks their 
audiences off-balance in terms of expectation, it is the trois unités that both playwrights 
adhere to that provide the foundational structure necessary to make the characters’ 
situations still seem human and understandable—their situations are just tangible enough 
to permit their audiences some means for sympathy.   
 Yet, there are also major differences between these two strikingly parallel texts, 
the primary distinction being that Koltès’ cast of characters is more diverse than 
Beckett’s; his gaze is interracial and multicultural, pushing against and romanticizing the 
dangerous edges of ethnocentric boundaries.  Here, Beckett’s gaze is more internal and 
unilateral; he concerns himself more with Caucasian, French, and Anglo Europe.  This 
difference can be attributed to changing times, to the specific moment in history in which 
each playwright composed his text—both concerned themselves with topics that were 
subjects of popular debate at the time—Beckett’s play reflecting the specific devastation 
of two world wars on France and the UK, and Koltès’ showing postcolonial tensions, and 
also reflecting something of the effect of the Cold War, a the political divide between 
East and West that was very much a reality in the 1980s.    
 Visually, Fragment de théâtre I and Dans la solitude des champs de coton are 
similar in the marginal space in which they are set, because the setting of both is an urban 
one, and, even more than simply “urban”, they both take place in a desolate, darkened 
street—in Beckett’s case, among ruins, and in Koltès’, between buildings—both magnify 
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the significance of their respective empty spaces.  Each play describes the unanticipated, 
improbable encounter between two human beings who have basic needs that have not 
been met, and who, therefore, are desperate emotionally and physically.  They each 
require something of the other, their relationships are at once symbiotic and hopelessly 
dysfunctional —they need each other for survival and existence, yet they are unable to 
truly communicate.  At the end of each play, the impossibility of their relationships 
equals the impossibility of the play’s continuation, and therefore, their own continuation.   
Fragment de théâtre I, when juxtaposed with Koltès’ play reveals itself to be the 
condensed version of a similar situation.  The text of Beckett’s play is merely five pages 
long whereas Koltès’ play is epic in quality, verbose, and much slower paced.  In terms 
of verbiage, Beckett’s play occurs in a simulation of real time, in contrast to Koltès’ play 
that expands every instance of physical and verbal communication into the dialogue, 
turning an incident that would (in real time) last only ten minutes into a two-hour (or 
longer) event.  Both plays, in this opposition, accomplish two important aspects of 
theater, simultaneously magnifying and reducing life, as Peter Brook states: “[Theatre] is 
like a magnifying glass, and also like a reducing lens...the theatre narrows life down.”43  
These recurring lens-related metaphors (Pelizzari’s electron microscope and Brook’s 
magnifying glasses) that both expand and zoom in on life are paradoxically accurate for 
both the shorter play and the longer.  For Beckett’s play, the spectator or reader bears 
witness to a plausible, real-time encounter between two strangers on a street corner and 
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the sudden intensity that such a brief encounter can stir up.  With Koltès, the result is a 
drawn-out representation of interaction between two people attempting negotiate an 
unnamed product of some kind—his characters keep none of their thoughts to 
themselves, every instance of thought is spoken.  The suddenness of their encounter is 
stretched, almost painfully, and every inch of their interaction, both physical and verbal, 
is enunciated before the audience.   
The naming of the desired object/ the object to be negotiated happens in a much 
more precise, direct way in Beckett’s play, and in Koltès’, the same event requires a 
much longer lead-up.  Beckett’s play begins at the height of the crescendo, at the climax 
of A and B’s interaction, whereas Koltès’ begins slowly, quietly almost, and builds 
towards the stating of the negotiated object which, while explained with great verbosity, 
turns out to have less substance than the non-existent “conserves” proposed in Fragment 
de thêâtre I.  Here, right at the beginning of Fragment de théâtre I is the proposed object 
of desire: 
B.  ...(Un temps.) Aimez-vous la compagnie, Billy?  (Un temps.)  Aimez-vous les   
   conserves, Billy? 
A.  Quelles conserves? 
B.  Du corned-beef, Billy, uniquement....44 
B.  ...(Pause.)  Do you like company, Billy? (Pause.)  Do you like tinned food,  
   Billy? 
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A.  What tinned food? 
B.  Corned beef, Billy, just corned beef...45 
In Dans la solitude des champs de coton, the deal being negotiated is never stated until le 
Client finally proclaims his desire for emptiness, in the last third of the play.  Contained 
within a lengthy tirade from the Client, listing mostly what he does not want, insisting 
that he wants nothing that the Dealer offered him, not the jacket, and none of the other 
alluded-to objects, the desired “thing” (emptiness) suddenly and subtly emerges: 
Le Client.  ...Je ne veux, moi, ni vous insulter ni vous plaire; je ne veux être ni     
   bon, ni méchant, ni frapper, ni être frappé, ni séduire, ni que vous tâchiez de me  
   séduire.  Je veux etre zéro...Soyons deux zéros bien ronds...soyons de simples,  
   solitaires et orgueilleux zéros.46 
Client.  ...I myself want neither to insult you nor to please you; I neither want to  
   be good, nor mean, nor stricken, nor struck, nor to seduce, nor for you to try to  
   seduce me.  I want to be zero...Let us be two well-rounded zeros...let us be  
   simple, solitary and prideful zeros.  
  In both plays there is the sense of entrapment caused by unnamed forces (most 
likely forces of instinct) and the animal-like responses that result.  The misery of the 
characters accelerates with the progression of each text, and it becomes clear that none of 
the characters have any control that might ameliorate their situations.  As their 
individuality is made more and more impossible and as the possibilities for 
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communication become more and more limited, the reactions of the two sets of characters 
become increasingly violent.  This increasing violence, however, is the result of a deal 
that cannot be struck, and a process of negotiation that, in spite of permitting glimpses of 
resolution, evades resolution. 
THE DEAL: NEGOTIATING THE VOID 
For Beckett, cruel, biting verbal and even physical violence, catalyzed by human 
misery, emerges in many of his plays: En attendant Godot, Fin de partie, All that Fall, 
Fragment de théâtre I and others.  In Koltès, the potential of physical violence haunts the 
words of each text, carried forth from anxieties surrounding issues of race, sexuality and 
society.  This is true of Combats de nègres et de chiens, Quai ouest, La Nuit juste avant 
les forêts, and certainly of Dans la solitude des champs de coton.  Like Beckett’s 
Fragment de théâtre I, which takes place in an uninviting and unlivable landscape, 
Koltès’ Dans la solitude des champs de coton takes place under unwelcoming 
circumstances, at an uncertain and unfriendly hour.  In Fragment de théâtre I, scene opens 
on ruins: the aftermath of some kind of violence; the play takes place in a post-
apocalyptic-event world.  The ruined street corner in Fragment de théâtre I, as well as A 
and B are the resulting products, rather than the instigators of the devastation.  The 
corner, A, and B are the leftovers, les restes, of some previous modernity gone wrong; 
the circumstances (desolation, emptiness) imprisoning them are completely out of their 
control.  Damage has been done, the world has been torn apart, and what sign of life 
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remains is dirty, irritable, and miserable, these two characters, A and B, represent a 
physical embodiment of need and want at the extreme edges of desire. 
Dans la solitude des champs de coton also takes place in an urban space of total 
between-ness—the two characters “le Client” and “le Dealer” encounter one another on a 
street between two buildings: as the Client descends from one building to go up into 
another, he runs into the Dealer.  Their encounter takes place in loneliest hours just 
before dawn.  Darkness is fading, and the light that will reveal all, good and bad, 
promises to be just around the corner.  Thus, the “deal” that they begin to negotiate falls 
neither clearly into the light or darkness, into the “licit” or “illicit” category—its outcome 
is even more uncertain than a regular deal occurring firmly in the dark, “illicit” time 
category.  As in Beckett’s play, definiteness is grayed out by putting the two characters in 
an ultimately impossible-to-negotiate space of limbo.  As with Beckett’s play, the 
sparseness of the scene physically brings the two characters together, each wanting and 
needing something unnamable, desiring something more than can be satisfied. 
The text of Dans la solitude des champs de coton opens with an epigraph that 
appears before the dialogue starts, with no indication in the text as to whether or not it 
should be shared with the audience.  This epigraph defines “the deal”:  a transaction that 
balances the controlled and the uncontrolled in an unanticipated, neutral space, teetering 
between honesty and trickery, taking place outside the normal hours of business, thus 
implying the indefiniteness and illicitness of this transaction: 
Un deal est une transaction commerciale portant sur des valeurs prohibées 
ou strictement contrôlées, et qui se conclut, dans des espaces neutres, indéfinis, et 
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non prévus à cet usage, entre pourvoyeurs et quémandeurs, par entente tacite, 
signes conventionnels ou conversation à double sens—dans le but de contourner 
les risques de trahison et d’escroquerie qu’une telle opération implique--, à 
n’importe quelle heure du jour et de la nuit, indépendamment des heures 
d’ouverture réglementaires des lieux de commerce homologués, mais plutôt aux 
heures de fermeture de ceux-ci. 47 
A deal is a commercial transaction dependent on prohibited or strictly 
controlled values, and that concludes in undefined neutral spaces not intended for 
this usage, between purveyors and orderers, by tacit understanding, conventional 
signs or conversations with double meanings—with the goal of bypassing the 
risks of treason and trickery that such an operation implies—at any hour of the 
day or night, not during the hours of regulated opening for homologuous business 
places, but rather when these places are closed.  
 The sterility of terminology in this definition belies none of the motivations for the deal 
to begin, but logic would indicate that this transaction must necessarily be motivated by a 
desire for something.  In this text, however, both characters, the Client and the Dealer, 
want something, and, frustratingly for them (and the reader/spectator), this want goes 
unnamed for the greater part of the play.  Their inability to name the objects of either of 
their desires is part of what makes their deal nonnegotiable, at least for a while.  
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It must be made clear that the desire for nothing, or nothingness is not the same as 
not wanting anything, and this is a point that has been often overlooked in critical 
analyses of this play.  Donia Mounsef, for example, remarks that the play’s focal point is 
the ghost of desire (“le fantôme du désir”), and that, ultimately, nothing is being 
negotiated apart from desire itself.   The paradox, she says, is that the characters’ inability 
to name their desires leaves them impotent and utterly unable to communicate:  the 
Dealer cannot show his merchandise unless the Client states what he desires, and the 
Client cannot state what he desires if he does not know what the Dealer is selling.48  
Indeed, the inability to name a desire dominates the start of this play, and frustration 
between the two characters in response to this inability is what makes the process of 
negotiation the main event of the play.  However, Mounsef’s view is an 
oversimplification of the Deal, because ultimately, a desire is communicated.  Although it 
is long in coming, this desire is not an object: it is emptiness, nothingness—nullity.  
Mounsef makes the mistake of interpreting “nothingness” as what it says it is—but, in 
this case, as with Beckett’s plays, “nothing” is never as simple as that—it is always 
significant; it is always “something.” 49  Beckett’s “favorite Democritian phrase” defines 
perfectly the Client’s and Dealer’s reality: “Nothing is more real than nothing.”50  As 
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soon as the Client proclaims this state of being—emptiness—as his desire, its very nature 
leads to the undoing of the deal.   
Before arriving at the Client’s proclaimed desire, it is clear that something is 
under negotiation, but the reader (or the audience) begins to wonder what this something 
is.  Mounsef suggests that the play becomes, at this point, a kind of “mise en abîme of 
spectatorship”; the audience, having participated in a commercial transaction in order to 
watch the play also wants to know what is desired, and is both a client of the production 
and complicit with the Dealer in this sense.51  This is both an over-complication and an 
oversimplification of the workings of this particular deal, and, as mentioned, Mounsef 
fails to notice the Client’s desire to be “zéro” as a legitimate desire. It is, after all, 
nothingness itself that is being negotiated.  This is the distinction that must be made: the 
Client does not deny wanting anything, rather, he says he wants “nothing.”  If nothing 
(not even nothingness) were desired, then there would be no reason for the 
communication to continue beyond the initial conversation where the Client denies 
wanting anything.  It is a desire, all the same, as it involves wanting, although the object 
itself is emptiness, and is therefore, not the important aspect of this particular negotiation.  
 Taking his cue from Beckett, Les Essif demonstrates, in literature and art of the 
twentieth century, “nothingness” is not as simple as something with no meaning, and 
“emptiness” is, ironically, never empty: “Emptiness shows up in every artform 
conceivable; it is always a major force to contend with, one which can never be fully 
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hidden or disguised—or understood.”52  Emptiness is, after all, easy to overlook since it 
appears to be the equivalent of nothingness.  Yet, as Koltès demonstrates in Dans la 
solitude des champs de coton, even after naming his desire, the Client stays and continues 
to discuss with the Dealer, perhaps partially out of fear, but also out of something deeper 
than the desire he has specified: perhaps the need for communication, the need for human 
contact.  This need is never specified, but it is intensely felt, and the desired object 
(emptiness) will not fulfill this need, which is yet another reason why the deal cannot be 
reached. 
The Client remains certain of his ability to say no to the Dealer, and that the 
ordeal of their encounter will strengthen his ability to say no.  He finds pleasure in trying 
everything that the Dealer offers, only to refuse it all.  He maintains his power by 
refusing the Dealer’s offer—and the Dealer takes back his own power by rejecting the 
Client’s notions of desire.  The teeter-tottering nature of their relationship keeps their 
communication, and the play, in motion.  Their argument continues in the manner of a 
necessary circuit; every effort is made to maintain the verbal exchange between them to 
keep the lights from going out, so to speak.  Over the course of their conversation, it 
becomes clear that the most important reason for which these two characters continue to 
engage in dialogue is their shared need for a workable, if abstract, relationship with 
another human being.   For the Dealer, this need is expressed in the following 
explanation: 
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Mais afin de pouvoir vous approcher, j’ai supposé que vous êtes bien sorti d’une 
mère vous aussi comme moi, supposé que votre mère vous fit des frères comme à 
moi, en nombre incalculable comme une crise de hoquet après un grand repas, et 
que ce qui nous rapproche en tous les cas, c’est l’absence de rareté qui nous 
caractérise tous deux.53 
But in order to be able to approach you, I assumed that you came from a mother 
yourself, like me, and assumed that your mother made brothers for you like mine 
did for me, in an incalculable number like an attack of hiccoughs after a large 
meal, and that what brings us together, in any case, is the absence of strangeness 
that characterizes both of us.   
By saying that they both come from “a mother”, that this mother “made them” more 
brothers than he can count, and saying that they are characterized more by their normalcy 
than their “rareté,” the Dealer justifies their interaction by establishing their humanity as 
the most important connection that they have, and therefore the best reason for a 
transaction to take place.  The Client also demonstrates this need when he finally states 
what he desires: he does not say “let me be zero,” rather, he invites the Dealer to be 
included in the desired emptiness, saying “Let us be two well-rounded zeros” (emphasis 
mine).  This gentle imperative in French, “soyons” implies politeness, and an understated 
friendliness, the desire for a relationship in which communication is not friction, but 
comfortably empty.  
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Reflecting on the epigraph to the play in which Koltès defines “le Deal,” again, 
Donia Mounsef writes: “L’échange entre eux n’est possible que par la reconnaissance de 
ces règles du jeu et une profession de foi de la part des deux parties de leur volonté de 
respecter les règles, sans lesquelles tout deal est chimérique.” (“The exchange between 
them is only possible by the recognition of these rules of the game and a profession of 
faith on the part of the two parties of their willingness to respect the rules, without which, 
all deals are chimeric.”). 54  Mounsef suggests that the Client and the Dealer are ignoring 
the “rules of the game” and that this is what renders the deal “chimérique.”  It should be 
noted, though, that these “rules” are inherently invalid from the start by occurring at a 
time of night when rules are, at least according to the Dealer, actually inapplicable.55  
What Mounsef does not realize, and what is easy to overlook, is that a negotiation is 
actually taking place: a persistent verbal exchange happens, and the discussion of the 
transaction-to-be spans sixty pages, driven by need even more than by desire.  Because 
the Dealer states that the “rules” do not apply at the very start of their negotiation, it is 
not simply an absent set of understood rules that governs whether or not a negotiation 
will take place.  Rather, it is desire that is the catalyst of the play, leading to the 
understanding that need dominates desire, that a brute, animal fear comes out of and 
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dominates need, and that it is the combination of these elements rather than the evasion of 
set rules that guarantees and emphasizes the impossibility of the deal ever taking place.   
The epigraph presents a microcosm of the events to come: it undoes itself by 
delineating the “deal” with rules, just as the play undoes itself at the end when no deal 
can be established.  The deal is indeed “chimérique,” but this is not due to a lack of 
respect for rules, or even simply the inability to name a desire.  Rather, it comes from a 
genuine desire for nothing, as demonstrated above, and that is to say “no thing.”  To 
further clarify, this “nothing” that is desired is actually a “something” which becomes 
clear—it is a desire for “emptiness” rather than no desire at all. 
When the Client finally states that he desires nothing, apart from being nothing, it 
is in reaction to the Dealer’s pressure.  He accuses the Dealer of trying to sell 
“sentiments”: “...c’est un faux commerce avec de la fausse monnaie...”56 (“...it is a fake 
business with fake money...”), thereby accusing him of not really having anything to sell.  
The Client rejects the notion of “familiarité” that the Dealer offers.  He turns against the 
Dealer further by accusing him of begging, saying that he is not really there to do 
business or to satisfy desires: “Vous êtes pauvre, et vous êtes ici non par goût, mais par 
pauvreté, nécessité et ignorance.”57 (“You are poor, and you are here not out of taste, but 
out of poverty, necessity and ignorance.”).  Thus, the Dealer presents himself falsely, in 
the Client’s opinion, and is motivated not by desire as supposed, but by poverty and need.  
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His purpose is not as noble as he claimed, and his “conversation à double sens”58 has 
failed to convince the Client of his trustworthiness.   
As he continues his tirade, the Client finally gives the Dealer what he wants.  As 
mentioned above, he does name his desire:  “Je veux être zéro.”59   The desire to be 
empty, to be nothing, to become a nicely-rounded zero (“zéro bien rond”) reveals all of 
the Client’s fears and mistrust of the Dealer.  This desire for emptiness is the Client’s 
method for regaining control of the situation.  Desire has been eliminated by fear of the 
Dealer and a lack of control.  This is how he ultimately proclaims his freedom from the 
Dealer and from the world of exchanges, manipulations and unsatisfied desires.  This 
freedom that the Client seeks, rather unconventionally, finds a kindred notion of freedom 
in many of Beckett’s characters, such as Vincent in his first play Eléutheria.  Vincent’s 
unusual, existential notion of freedom (defined by his intentional, self-conscious choice 
to both not participate as an active member of society and to not engage in social or 
familial relationships) has a similar feel to the Client’s notion of an object of desire: 
should one choose to live in a space of emptiness, or to desire emptiness, it is not the 
same as engaging in or desiring nothing. For the Client, this choice is, perhaps, a protest 
of the sterility of commercialism, of transactions based on money.  Here, he rejects 
everything that the Dealer has threatened or offered, saying that by becoming “zeros,” 
they avoid the messiness of their relationship and they regain equal (if not nonexistent) 
footing with one another: “Je redoute la cordialité, je n’ai pas la vocation du cousinage, et 
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plus que celle des coups je crains la violence de la camaraderie.  Soyons deux zéros bien 
ronds...”.60  (“I am skeptical of cordiality, I don’t have the skills for being family, and 
more than the violence of blows I fear the violence of friendship.  Let us be two well-
rounded zeros...”).  The Client’s admission of this desire—impossible for the Dealer to 
fulfill—actually makes him vulnerable.  He takes control from the Dealer, but by taking 
this control, he risks increasing the Dealer’s fears, which in turn increases the rhetoric of 
violence and the potential of violence between them.   
The Client had initially recognized a certain violence that underlies all 
“camaraderie” and that only by becoming zero could this violence be avoided, but his 
suggestion is not a solution for the Dealer, only for himself.  With this suggestion, all 
relationships, therefore, become potentially violent.  By suggesting that they become 
“deux zéros,” the Client states at once that they will continue to have a relationship, but a 
neutral one.  Zero indicates total neutrality, no tension, and no threat of violence, but also, 
nothing to pay for.  It is the ultimate in significant emptiness.  Thus, he refuses payment 
to the Dealer, and payment, naturally, must be the Dealer’s greatest want.   
Throughout the text, there is a tension between human reason and animal instinct.  
The Dealer approaches the Client with humility, and, at the same time with ruse, like a 
fox, lying in wait, proclaiming humility, but just as needy and desirous as the Client.  The 
Dealer lets the Client know that their transaction, their negotiation, elevates them above 
the animal—above physical violence which is a lesser means of communication: “...je 
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m’approche de vous...laissant tout en bas dans la rue l’animal et l’homme tirer sur leurs 
laisses et se montrant sauvagement les dents.”61  (“I approach you...leaving below on the 
street the animal and the man tugging at their leashes and savagely showing each other 
their teeth.”).  Yet, in spite of this attempt to elevate their conversation above the 
interaction between brute animals, their meeting is defined by a certain inevitability: their 
meeting is “fatale,” much like that between animals seeking nourishment from the same 
source. 
Beckett’s Fragment de théâtre I in terms of parallel, begins closer to the end of the 
negotiation than does Dans la solitude des champs de coton.  It begins, already past the 
point of desire, at the desperate place of need, fear, and animal instinct.  Violence is just 
around the corner.  The object of desire is named right away, and thus, being not so 
obscure, permits the negotiating process to begin.  
At the beginning of the play, the character labeled simply “B” pushes himself in 
his wheelchair with a long stick to meet the blind character, also physically impaired and 
enigmatically labeled, “A” who is playing a violin, and starts a conversation.  As stated 
earlier in this chapter, they find themselves at a ruined street corner, and every detail of 
the scene and the characters’ physical misery cries out with poverty and neediness.  With 
need comes, naturally, elevated, unquenchable wants, but, like the Dealer in Koltès’ play, 
B engages A with a tempting rhetoric that smoothes the edges of need and want into a 
more sensual sensation of desire: 
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 B.  Musique! (Un temps.)  Ce n’est donc pas un rêve.  Enfin!  Une vision non     
    plus, elles sont muettes, et moi je suis muet, devant elles.  (Il avance, s’arrête,  
   regarde dans la sébile.  Sans émotion.)  Pauvre.  (Il passe la main devant les  
   yeux de A.  De même.)  Pauvre.  (Un temps.)  Maintenant je peux rentrer, il n’y a        
   plus de mystère.  (Il recule, s’arrête.)  A moins de nous mettre ensemble, et de  
   vivre ensemble, jusqu’à ce que mort s’ensuive.  (Un temps.)  Qu’est-ce que vous  
   diriez de ça, Billy?  (Un temps.)  Aimez-vous la compagnie, Billy? (Un temps.)     
   Aimez-vous les conserves, Billy?  62  
B.  Music! (Pause.)  So it is not a dream.  At last!  Nor a vision, they are mute and 
I am mute before them.  (He advances, halts, looks into bowl.  Without emotion.)  
Poor wretch.  (Pause.)  Now I may go back, the mystery is over.  (He pushes 
himself backwards, halts.)  Unless we join together, and live together, till death 
ensue.  (Pause.)  What would you say to that, Billy, may I call you Billy, like my 
son?  (Pause.)  Do you like tinned food, Billy?63 
Here, the character B, who cannot walk, has found himself drawn to A who scratches 
away on an old violin.  B pushes himself over to A by means of a pole, in his wheelchair, 
in order to suggest that they work together, and thus, symbolically marry (“jusqu’à ce que 
mort s’ensuive”; “till death ensue”).  He calls A “Billy,” supposedly after his son.  
Having found A, B realizes that there is potential for change in their misery, that by 
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combining their efforts, they might find food.  His desire is transparent; his need is 
palpable.  He immediately catches A’s attention: “Quelles conserves?”64  
B becomes a most persuasive salesman, offering A the possibility of a satisfied 
belly, and wastes no time in painting a picture for A that he knows will be irresistible.  
The object of desire is named, and the negotiation is woven in with the naming of the 
desired “tinned food and potatoes”.   B suggests that he can guide A, as A is blind, to find 
this “tinned food.”  “Tinned food” being the moment where the negotiations begin, B 
elaborates upon the possibilities: 
 B.  Du corned-beef, Billy, uniquement.  De quoi tenir jusqu’à l’été, en faisant   
    attention. (Un temps.)  Non? (Un temps.)  Quelques pommes de terre aussi, deux 
    kilos, trois kilos. (Un temps.)  Aimez-vous les pommes de terre, Billy?65  
B.  Corned beef, Billy, just corned beef.  Enough to keep body and soul together,  
   till summer, with care.  (Pause.)  No?  (Pause.)  A few potatoes too, a few  
   pounds of potates too.  (Pause.)  Do you like potatoes, Billy?66 
Thus, the object is named, and it seems that the potential for cooperation, as part of the 
negotiation is real.  A and B engage in a short exchange that, in a less destroyed world 
and with good health, might have resulted in actual conversation or in genuine 
cooperation.  As it stands, the setting around them, and their physical inabilities reduce 
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them to the state of crippled, snarling animals, unable to fend for themselves and unable 
to illicit one another’s help.  They come close to striking a deal, and there are moments 
when they just might help one another in forming some kind of symbiotic relationship, 
but this is never realized.   Not only are these two physically impaired, but, like the Client 
and the Dealer, they are symbolically paralyzed, not so much by their desire, but by their 
inability to communicate.   There is a clear difference between the circumstances of A 
and B and that of the Client and the Dealer: A and B are on the edge of survival—they 
lack everything and need each other for survival, whereas the Client and the Dealer, as 
more metaphorical, allegorical beings, exhibit a need for human interaction, for an 
established understanding of their roles as the gears/inner workings of a transaction of 
something (even if the something is nothing itself) for a price.  Despite these differences 
in need, both pairs are motivated by desperation, and therefore, are out of control of their 
situation.  In both cases, they control nothing other than the words that they utter to (and 
at) one another.  Despite the desires being clearly stated ultimately, in both plays, both 
sets of characters are unable to gain control of their own fears in time to prevent disaster, 
and their tragically elliptical fates. 
THE DEAL: FROM NEGOTIATION TO FEAR AND VIOLENCE 
While the notion of desire appears to be the catalyst for the play’s action, fear, 
and an instinctual, animal-like reaction to each other is the result.  Interestingly, in 
Fragment de théâtre I, this reaction has physical manifestations, and in Dans la solitude 
des champs de coton it is verbally manifest.  The near realization of the transaction, if and 
when it comes about in the plays, renders the relationship between the two characters 
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unworkable.  The moment when the negotiation becomes impossible, and when the 
relationships become null, is the breaking point at which violence threatens.   
As with Beckett's characters, Koltès' characters need the negotiation, more than 
they need the transaction in order to communicate and to have a relationship.  In both 
cases, any lasting relationship between the characters is denied at the point where the 
transaction almost occurs.  Overwhelming anxieties emerge as the deal almost closes.  
The result of the impossibility of “the deal” is verbal and physical violence, and an end to 
the play that is really not an end but a lack of conclusion.  It is the trois points de 
suspension—the inconclusive ellipsis—that simultaneously concludes and denies finality, 
leaving the characters, the reader, and the audience in an absurd state.   
A more frequent threat of violence begins when the Dealer’s patience, as he 
counters the Client’s request to be nothing, to have nothing, wanes.  He indicates that 
violence was not the reason for their meeting:  “Nous nous sommes trouvés ici pour le 
commerce et non pour la bataille...”67  (“We have found each other here for business and 
not for battle...”).  The Client says he would pay, but not for the thing he actually desires, 
not for emptiness: “Je veux bien payer les choses; mais je ne paie pas le vent, l’obscurité, 
le rien qui est entre nous.”68  (“I really want to pay for things, but I don’t pay for the 
wind, for the darkness, for the nothing that is between us.”).  Ironically and unwittingly, 
the Dealer provides the Client in part with what he requests: by the fact of there being no 
relationship established, nothingness is established.  It could be concluded, therefore, that 
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the Client, by refusing payment on the emptiness he receives, acts in bad faith.  
Regardless, lack of empathy for one another’s needs lead to increasing tensions, as the 
Dealer says that the Client must pay for his patience, time and hope most of all—in other 
words, for the service, for the chance to have the negotiation:  “...l’attente, et la patience, 
et l’article que le vendeur fait au client, et l’espoir de vendre, l’espoir surtout.”69  (“...the 
wait, and patience, and the product that the vendor offers to the client, and the hope of 
selling, hope most of all.”).  The Dealer takes the ball back to his own court here, by 
claiming that the Client, therefore, must pay for his desire to buy in the first place.  A 
kind of paralysis sets in, and no desire can be satisfied, not even the desire for emptiness.  
But the paralysis gives way quickly to an animal-like instinct, and fear overtakes. 
Beckett’s play begins in this state of paralysis, notably with typically Beckettian 
characters—two nameless, physically impaired miseries.  The violence that occurs in 
Beckett’s play happens quickly, the fast result of miscommunication.  As part of the 
negotiation, B suggests that he can be the eyes, A can be the motor, and thus they might 
overcome their physical handicaps in order to reach their goal together.  B goes on to 
describe how they might have a future, planting potatoes, searching for tinned food 
together.  Awkwardly, A becomes overly excited about the prospect of food, clearly 
lacking in understanding that what B proposes is symbiosis, a careful working together 
for their joint good.  He roughly shoves B’s wheelchair, with little concern for the 
direction in which he pushes him over the ruinous landscape.  Their collaboration, 
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tenuous at best, fizzles quickly as B, having lost control of the situation, becomes 
frightened and whacks A with his pushing-stick, resorting to physical violence since 
verbal communication has proven ineffective. 
Fear, thus, leads directly to physical violence, before even a thought can be had.  
A, hurt, stumbles off, frightened in turn.  B becomes instantly remorseful, begging 
forgiveness, knowing that the possibility of exchange has ended.  Some almost tender 
moments follow, B manages to coax A into tucking a blanket around his foot (he only has 
one leg), but it becomes clear that their failure to work together is the end of their 
collaboration.  They make an attempt to understand one another, but as the deal has come 
to an end, there is little more for them.  Like children fighting on a playground, or like 
animals fighting over a bone, they attack one another.  Language is insufficient, and their 
physical handicaps bring too much limitation.  At this moment, their language becomes 
quick and short, insulting, and is replaced in performance by the physical gesture the 
takes on more significance than the language itself.  In the confusion that results, A 
wanders too far from his stool and his violin, and B, seeing the opportunity to vent his 
frustration, threatens to smash the violin—the one thing that A lives for.  This potentially, 
seemingly childish, violent act emphasizes not only the despair of their situation, but that 
the emptiness in which they exist can become emptier.  A responds to the potential pain 
of this threat by grabbing B’s pole from him, the one thing he needs to move himself 
around, symbolically emasculating him (rendering him literally and figuratively 
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impotent), and thus the play ends.  Moments of attempted cooperation have passed and a 
base meanness triumphs.  More than this, considering that A and B exist in a world, 
isolated and in ruins, the snatching of B’s pole is more than an act of childlike frustration: 
it is an act of (slow) murder.  B, by threatening to smash the violin, threatens A’s only 
joy, but A leaves B physically helpless. 
The violence in Dans la solitude des champs de coton, like the object being 
negotiated, is less direct, and more insidious than in Beckett’s play.  Darkness and 
shadow increase the tension of an already uncomfortable situation; augmenting the 
undercurrent of psychological and verbal violence that builds, and make the potential of 
physical violence more of a reality than a threat: “Si vous marchez dehors, à cette heure, 
c’est que vous désirez quelque chose que vous n’avez pas...” (“If you are walking 
outside, at this time, it’s because you desire something that you do not have...”) begins 
the Dealer, saying to the Client that his presence at this place and time implies a 
dissatisfaction, a need for something, a want, and that he, the Dealer is there expressly 
because he has what the Client needs to satisfy the desire “...qui passe devant moi.”70  
The Dealer, like an animal, smells the desire of the Client who passes by at this lonely 
time of night, and is there, in that place, at that particular time, for no other purpose than 
to serve the Client.  This exchange establishes the Dealer’s and the Client’s 
interdependence on one another—the Client would not be in the street, would not be 
drawn into the street at this hour “...l’heure qui est celle où d’ordinaire l’homme et 
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l’animal se jette sauvagement l’un sur l’autre...,” (“...the hour that is the one where 
normally man and animal throw themselves savagely upon one another...”) were the 
Dealer not present to satisfy his needs.71  Thus, because of the time they have chosen (or, 
rather, have been driven by fate and animal instinct to one another) to meet, danger is 
imminent, they both risk the violence of the hour, and the Dealer suggests that his 
presence there is inevitable, that he is there “in spite” of the hour and the violence that it 
threatens.   
At the start, unwilling to acknowledge their interdependence, their reliance on one 
another for existence, and their basic similarities (which the Dealer is quick to point out 
as mentioned earlier), the Client shows fear, and quickly excuses himself, saying that if, 
indeed, he were to seek a deal of some kind, that he would only seek clean, well-lit 
(daytime) transactions,72 to which the Dealer responds that unlike the Client, he hides his 
fears and desires, speaking only properly to the Client and covering his emotions, 
because: “...si je détendais légèrement la pression de mes doigts et la traction de mes 
bras, mes mots me désarçonneraient avec la violence d’un cheval arabe qui sent le désert 
et que plus rien ne peut freiner.”73 (“...if I released lightly the pressure of  my fingers and 
the tenseness of my arms, my words would disarm me with the violence of an arab horse 
that smells the desert and that can no longer reign itself in.”).  This statement seethes with 
an underlying force that reveals the Dealer’s nature, and his needs that he will, one way 
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or another, fulfill—something that he is much more in tune with than the Client is.  The 
Dealer understands how much they need each other in order to be what they are in 
essence (a Client and a Dealer) and to fulfill their natural inclination (to complete a 
transaction through the exchange of something).   
For each response that the Client makes to the Dealer, the Dealer emphasizes the 
tension in their relationship by insisting on their inability to avoid either fate or a natural, 
animal-like instinct.  His manipulation is thorough, at each turn demonstrating how they 
each are and are not animals bound by instinct, and how they are and are not elevated 
beings in control of their desires, seeking to appeal to the Client from every direction.  
It is, after all, the Client who comments that they are perhaps bound to one 
another by fear of the other, that if one of them lets up, the other will take advantage.  He 
mentions this almost sweetly:  
Le Client. Peut-être, en effet, que la seule différence qui nous reste pour nous   
    distinguer, ou la seule injustice si vous préférez, est celle qui fait que l’un a   
    vaguement peur d’une taloche possible de l’autre; et la seule justice si vous   
    préférez, est l’ignorance où l’on est du degré selon lequel cette peur est       
    partagée, du degré de réalité future de ces taloches, et du degré respectif de leur   
    violence. 74 
Client.  Perhaps, in fact, the only difference that remains for us to establish, or the  
   only injustice is that which makes one have a vague fear of the other’s guts; and  
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   the only justice, if you prefer, is the not knowing of the degree to which this fear  
   is shared, of the degree of the imminent reality of this gutsy-ness, and of the  
   respective degree of their violence. 
Here, the Client maintains a hesitant politeness, repeating “si vous préférez” while openly 
acknowledging the fear that they likely share.  It becomes clear that this negotiation, at 
least from the Client’s perspective, is motivated by and pushed forward by fear.  But 
motivated by fear of what?  Certainly, the greatest fear expressed here is of the violence 
that underlies every word.  The Client’s continual emphasis that all of this action takes 
place in the dark “...aux lieux illicites et ténébreux” only serves to further highlight his 
growing fears.75 
For a large part of the play, the Client tries to deny his fate, to deny his need for 
the Dealer, to deny that they have a relationship, and that he could be part of anything so 
illicit as a deal occurring in the mystical hours before dawn.  He goes so far as to deny 
nature itself, suggesting that the control provided by technology (such as air 
conditioning) gives power over instinct, helps to avoid certain destinies and will prevent 
contact with the dangerous world that has no such controls: “...je préfère la lumière 
électrique et j’ai raison de croire que toute lumière naturelle et tout air non filtré et la 
temperature des saisons non-corrigée fait le monde hasardeux.”76  (“...I prefer electric 
lighting and I have reason to believe that all natural light and all unfiltered air and the 
uncorrected temperature of the seasons makes the world hazardous.”).  The Client 
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consistently refers to his relationship to the Dealer as something dark, animal and 
unsavory.  
Once again, the Dealer insists that he is a businessman, not an animal (“non 
brute.”).  The possibility of refusal is the thing he fears the most.  If the Client refuses 
him, he ceases to exist, and he cannot fulfill his nature.  He only knows how to say “yes” 
in infinite ways—he will provide whatever it is that the Client wants—doing anything he 
can to offer utter satisfaction.77  He offers the Client trust, utmost confidence, swearing to 
keep whatever the desire may be in utter secrecy: “Tell me what you want,” he says, 
“whisper it as you would to a tree or in the solitude of a field of cotton in which one 
walks alone, naked, at night:” 
Le Dealer.  Alors ne me refusez pas de me dire l’objet, je vous en prie, de votre   
    fièvre, de votre regard sur moi, la raison, de me la dire; et s’il s’agit de ne point   
    blesser votre dignité, eh bien, dites-la comme on la dit à un arbre, ou face au   
    mur d’une prison, ou dans la solitude d’un champ de coton dans le quel on se   
    promène nu, la nuit; de me la dire sans même me regarder.78 
 Dealer.  So don’t refuse to tell me what the object is, I beg of you, of your fever,  
    of your gaze upon me, the reason to tell it to me; and if it is about not wounding  
   your dignity, well, say it like one says it  to a tree, or facing the wall of a prison,  
    or in the solitude of a field of coton, in which one walks naked, at night; to tell it  
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    to me without even looking at me. 
Here, in the passage that belies the title of the text, an image that is at once soothing and 
prickly is the metaphor for the choice the Client must make.  The image of a cotton field 
at night evokes many layers of meaning.  Perhaps, to the French ear for which this text 
was originally intended, it indicates an exotic, cool, quiet place—where a secret of any 
magnitude would be kept safe in the muted softness of cotton.  However, a cotton field is 
not a place known for safety either in botanical or historical terms.  The cotton plant itself 
is thorny, and any who risk retrieving the soft cotton do so at the risk of scrapes and 
pricked fingers.  And Koltès, who sought to write about colonized places—while the 
race(s) of the Dealer and the Client is (are) unknown—writes knowingly about a cotton 
field, intentionally alluding to its historical significance in the United States. The political 
interests of Koltès are well-documented—he at once romanticized and protested the 
imperialism of his French roots, and the title of this play reflects this interest both as an 
allusion to slavery in the United States and as a poetic romanticizing of a cotton field at 
night.  In his biography of Koltès, Christophe Bident cites Koltès as having said that “le 
politique n’est défini ou délimité nulle part,” (“politics are neither defined nor delineated 
anywhere”) and he views this statement as definitive of Koltès’ simultaneous political 
and esthetic approach to his writing: “...cette réflexion à la fois politique et esthétique 
irrigue l’écriture de Koltès, d’une force dénonciatrice mais aussi protéctrice...”79 (“...this 
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reflection at once political and aesthetic irrigates Koltès’ writing with a strength that both 
denounces and protects.”). 
The brief imagery of the cotton field, were it not for the title of the play, could be 
so easily lost in this exchange between Dealer and Client, but it adds to the tenuous layers 
of their relationship, and one immediately thinks of the parallel interdependent 
relationship: Slave/Master.  The question of who has control is of central importance to 
the two characters of this text, but the analogy made to the cotton field, where the Dealer 
likens himself to the Slave waiting for an order from his Master to his relationship with 
the Client ultimately indicates that the power of the situation is in the Client’s hands. 
Where Beckett’s play ends abruptly once all hope of working together for “tinned 
food” is gone, Koltès’ play only expands.  The intensity of the play, felt in the tension of 
the words increases to yet another level as the Client expresses with more frequency that 
he is ill at ease, and accuses the Dealer of trapping him, of accosting him, of making him 
do things that he would not otherwise have done.  Ultimately, the effect of the Dealer’s 
passive-aggressive approach confuses the Client, leaving him defensive and desiring a 
more explicit, physical violence that he could actually react against.  But the Dealer 
mollifies and manipulates, at once threatening and denying violence, saying: “Si vous me 
croyez animé de desseins de violence à votre égard—et peut-être avez-vous raison—ne 
donnez pas trop tôt ni un genre ni un nom à cette violence.”80  (“If you believe me to be 
motivated by plans for violence towards you—and maybe you are right about this—don’t 
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name or categorize this violence too soon.”).  In this instance, he simultaneously tells the 
Client that he might be right to suspect him of violent intentions, but that he should be 
patient, to wait to see what the violence is from, why it exists, what kind it is, and what is 
its purpose.   As could be expected from the conflicting message that is both soothing and 
a threat, the Client responds:  “Tout geste que je prends pour un coup s’achève comme 
une caresse; il est inquiétant d’être caressé quand on devrait être battu.”81  (“Every 
gesture that I mistake for a blow turns into a caress; it is troublesome to be caressed when 
one should be beaten.”).  The Client’s choice of verbs and tenses are particularly 
interesting in this comment, because, as previously stated, thus far it seems that in the 
Slave/Master binary, the Dealer is more parallel to the Slave than the Client, but here an 
unexpected reaction occurs.   
The Client expresses his emotional dependence on the Dealer—and suggests he is 
ill at ease to be “caressed” when he should be “beaten.”  The verbs “devrait être” are 
ambiguous in translation—they could imply this notion of deserving, but they also imply 
the expectation of being beaten.  It brings to mind the image of a weaker being cringing 
at the expectation of being beaten, and being thrown off, or alarmed, by an unexpected 
caress.  The Client, therefore, never lets down his guard, wonders at the caress of the 
Dealer’s words, and expects the beating that never quite materializes.  Koltès actually 
denies the satisfaction that Beckett allows in this instance—there is so much talk of 
violence, one can almost not help but want for the violence to occur in order to relieve the 
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tension.  By maintaining this tension, Koltès, first of all, gives the dialogue a reason for 
continuation.  Secondly, tension that is not relieved highlights the impossibility of the 
Client and the Dealer being able to come to an understanding of one another.  It 
underlines the impossibility of their finding a true common ground and it emphasizes 
their emptiness and powerlessness. 
 Fragment de théâtre I quickly builds and snaps, but for Koltès, the words spoken 
between the Client and the Dealer only accumulate, and this accumulation in itself is a 
kind of violence.  Once more, Donia Mounsef makes a similar observation, saying that 
the words between these two become “wounds” between them:  
La parole dans ce théâtre ne facilite pas le rapport entre les êtres ni 
n’éclaircit les ambiguïtés qui les séparent, elle n’adoucit pas non plus la plainte 
douloureuse de la solitude; au contraire, la parole est injure, et elle est du même 
ordre que la blessure...c’est une plaie qu’autrui ressent comme une brûlure mais 
aussi comme une caresse...82 
Words in this theater do not facilitate the relationship between the 
characters, nor do they enlighten the ambiguities that separate them, they do not 
soften, either, the sorrowful complaint of loneliness; quite the opposite, words are 
hurtful, and they are of the same category as wounds...they are a wound that 
others feel like a burn but also like a caress... 
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Truly words are not soothing in Koltès—if they are, the comfort is quickly revoked, 
leaving behind something raw and open.  Words do not provide enough satisfaction, 
enough meaningful communication, to allow a full negotiation to take place. Words 
become so dissatisfying, that—in a manner strangely reminiscent of not only Beckett’s 
plays, especially, again, some of the shorter plays such as in Words and Music and Not I, 
but also of Ionesco’s plays that end in a total breakdown of language where words are 
reduced to just sounds, such as in Les chaises and La cantatrice chauve—the words 
between the Client and the Dealer give way to physical violence.  Little by little, their 
deal becomes a negotiation of violence.  Little by little, violence becomes the desired 
object of the Client. 
As the Dealer’s tone of “douceur” continues, he tells the Client that there is no 
shame in forgetting what happens in the night, only to remember it in the morning: “...le 
soir est le moment de l’oubli, de la confusion, du désir tant chauffé qu’il devient 
vapeur.”83  (“...evening is the moment of forgetfulness, of confusion, of desire so hot that 
it becomes steam.”).  Further dissatisfied, the Client only becomes angrier, his worries 
increase, and he cannot accept the comfort and nostalgia offered by the Dealer in this 
way.  His words are marked with repulsion; he insists that he is opposite, not the same, 
not complementary to the Dealer.   This push and pull of tenderness, tension, persuasion 
and anger brings to mind the writings of the philosopher, Emmanuel Lévinas, and his 
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thoughts on human interaction, on our basic nature as animals and our simultaneous 
attraction to and repulsion of the “Other.”  Lévinas writes: 
Speech treats the freedom of the other with affection, diplomacy, 
eloquence and propaganda; it threatens and flatters a freedom in order to make the 
latter the accomplice to intrigues which must result in its own abdication.  This 
speech is still a mode of violence, if violence means ascendancy over a freedom 
and not just over an inert being with respect to which freedom remains as 
detached as Plato’s exiled soul remains alien to its body.84 
Lévinas’ words here find harmony with this interaction between the Client and the 
Dealer—truly, they are trapped by their speech as much as by their similarity and their 
differences.  As the Dealer’s words fail to comfort the Client, he comes back to the 
metaphor of being animals—saying that, like animals, they must “lick” one another in 
order to recognize their odor, and he emphasizes their differences, and the precariousness 
of the deal by saying: “Votre odeur à vous ne me fut point familière...” (“Your odor was 
not familiar to me...”).  Immediately following this notion of unfamiliarity, he suggests 
that they have no other option than to approach each other like brothers or to strike out 
against one another with the “...violence de l’ennemi...”.85  Fear overtakes the Client, and 
he utters a ridiculous riposte saying that if the Dealer tries to hurt him, he’ll scream like a 
                                                
84 Emmanuel Lévinas, Entre Nous : On Thinking-of-the-Other, European Perspectives. (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1998) 33. 
85 Koltès 47-48. 
 78 
woman.86  At this, the Dealer gives in, telling the Client to flee if he so chooses.  But the 
Client stays, saying that he just needs time.  It is surprising at this point that the Client 
does not take his leave, as he has consistently expressed discomfort and has been on the 
defensive in this dialogue for much of the play.  Again, Lévinas’ writing provides some 
insight into the Client’s inertia: 
But, face-to-face, I can no longer deny the other: it is only the noumenal glory of 
the other that makes the face-to-face situation possible.  The face-to-face situation 
is thus an impossibility of denying, a negation of negation.  The double 
articulation of this formula means concretely: “thou shalt not murder” is inscribed 
on the face and constitutes its very otherness.  Speech, then, is a relationship 
between freedoms who neither limit nor deny one another, but reciprocally affirm 
one another.87 
Thus, as Lévinas helps us to understand, the Client’s decision to stay affirms everything 
the Dealer has said thus far—that they need one another, and that they have found each 
other in this place, at this time, for reasons that are beyond their control.  The Client 
cannot deny the Dealer’s presence and his desires, and vice versa.  Thus, the conversation 
continues up to the breaking point. 
One named object, nearly imperceptible in the text, slips onto the scene at the start 
of the play and becomes the subject once again of the Client’s and Dealer’s negotiation:  
“la veste”—the jacket.  Scant mention of the jacket occurs towards the beginning of the 
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play: the Dealer offers it and the Client, out of fear, rejects it by simply letting it fall to 
the ground make it a seemingly unimportant exchange.88  In fact, the moment occurs 
more in retrospect.  As there are no stage notes, its appearance is part of the dialogue, and 
part of the hindsight of the dialogue.  The presence of this object is not verbalized until 
later on in the negotiation process when the Dealer mentions that he offered the jacket 
earlier in order to make the Client seem more familiar.  Of significance is the gesture, 
which, for the Client, is one of violence.  Misunderstanding the gesture, he dodges the 
extended jacket, thinking that the Dealer is going to strike him.  The Client, in the end, 
was right to mistrust the Dealer—the jacket becomes the Dealer’s tool for trapping him 
and pushing the play further towards its violent outcome: “Il y a cette veste que vous 
n’avez pas prise quand je vous l’ai tendue, et maintenant, il va bien falloir que vous vous 
baissiez pour la ramasser.” (“There was this jacket that you did not take when I offered it 
to you, and now, it is necessary that you bend down to pick it up.”).89 
As the play moves towards its end, the jacket as a rejected offer becomes a 
symbol for their ultimately unworkable relationship.  The Dealer raises the subject again: 
“Il n’est pas convenable pour un homme de laisser insulter son habit.” (“It is not 
customary for a man to allow his attire to be insulted.”).90  Here, the reader/spectator 
must be aware that the subject of the jacket is still up for discussion, and, furthermore, 
that the Dealer has not forgotten the refused item, seeing its refusal as a demonstrated 
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offense against his attire, and, more importantly, his person.  This is the place of raw 
tension and impossible negotiation between him and the Client.  The Client says that he 
will pay for a jacket in the dirt, but the Dealer does not trust the Client because he knows 
that the Client is likely to request something other than what he says, and that he will get 
it in the end, as this is the nature of their tenuous relationship.91  The point of negotiation 
has fallen to the Client, and the Dealer, feeling threatened, with a Hollywood-like 
bravado, claims even the power to haunt the Client’s dreams.92   
The Client wavers, saying he is not afraid to defend himself, yet he fears 
“unknown rules.”  Suddenly, (and, to this point, nothing has been particularly sudden), 
the pace of the dialogue picks up.  The Dealer’s tone becomes short.  The moment of 
violence seems inevitable.  The negotiation has definitely reached its maximum 
stretching point, and the Client sanctifies the moment, almost, saying that by spilling his 
blood the Dealer will unite them, seal their relationship, and that death will be no 
surprise, that his instinct of fear was accurate from the start.  The end, however, like 
Beckett’s play, leaves all in limbo and uncertainty: 
Le Dealer.  S’il vous plaît, dans le vacarme de la nuit, n’avez-vous rien dit que  
     vous désiriez de moi, et que je n’aurais pas entendu? 
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Le Client.  Je n’ai rien dit; je n’ai rien dit.  Et vous, ne m’avez-vous rien, dans la   
    nuit, dans l’obscurité si profonde qu’elle demande trop de temps pour qu’on s’y  
    habitue, proposé, que je n’aie pas deviné?  
Le Dealer.  Rien. 
Le Client.  Alors, quelle arme?93 
Dealer.  Please, in the racket of the night, have you said nothing that you would  
   desire from me and that I would not have heard? 
Client. I said nothing; I said nothing.  And you, have you proposed anything, in  
   the night, in the darkness so profound that it asks for too much time for getting  
   used to it, that I have not guessed? 
Dealer.  Nothing. 
Client.  So, which weapon? 
Their language, which to this point has been expanded to fill the space of every page, 
suddenly leaves significant white spaces, significant emptiness. This is the one moment 
where the Client and the Dealer see eye to eye.  Finally coming to an agreement, the 
Client emphasizes that he asked for nothing, and the Dealer affirms that he proposed 
nothing that would fulfill the Client’s desire.  The lack of elaboration demonstrates an 
acceptance that their relationship is one of insurmountable differences, of no possibility 
of reconciliation, of no completed transactions.  As “nothing” is at the center of their 
agreement, the sudden violence suggested by the last line is surprising.  When the 
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question, it seems, should be, “So, what price?” the Client brusquely states that they 
choose their weapons.  Here, he ends with absolute finality all possibility of the deal 
taking place. Because nothing (no thing) was in place to give substance to their 
negotiation, the satisfaction of a completed act of violence for the awaiting audience (and 
the reader) is ultimately denied.  The Client chooses to go against his nature, which is to 
complete a transaction, thus leaving the Deal unsatisfied, and the audience wondering 
about the unexploded explosion to come.  
LE “FAUX VIDE”: MEANING IN EMPTINESS, TENSION IN INFINITY 
In both Beckett and Koltès there is a paradoxical relationship between space and 
time.  Space and time are at once limiting and limitless, finite and infinite, a fact that 
leads to multiple interpretations.  Mounsef, for example, dismisses the length of Dans la 
Solitude des champs de coton as a process of “killing time.”  She compares it to Hamm 
and Clov of Beckett’s Endgame saying that they, too, are just killing time: “Comme les 
personnages de Beckett (Hamm et Clov), le client et le dealer tentent de tuer le temps...” 
(“Like Beckett’s characters, Hamm and Clov, the client and the dealer attempt to kill 
time...”).94  But, as we have seen with both Fragment de théâtre I and Dans la solitude des 
champs de coton, time is specific, playing an important yet different role in each of these 
plays, both, in their respective lengths, heightening the sense that explosive violence is 
not far from actualizing:  The quick, real-time action of Beckett’s play sharpens the sense 
of desperation in Fragment de théâtre I whereas the hyperbolic sense of time in Koltès’ 
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play magnifies the significance of each moment and word, building tension that 
simultaneously denies and promises the satisfaction of release at the end.   Mounsef’s 
statement indicates that time, in its seeming limitlessness for the Client and the Dealer, 
then, serves only as something to fill, something empty that must be dealt with.  To say 
that the Client and the Dealer (and for that matter Hamm and Clov) are killing time is to 
say that their verbal exchange is meaningless sound used to fill the space of time.  
Time, in Koltès’ play, serves the purpose of increasing the intensity of the 
dialogue.  The Client and the Dealer do not kill time as much as they use it to intensify 
their situation, to add to the significance of their interaction, and to emphasize their 
interconnected, almost organic relationship.  The explosion of time—ten minutes into 
two hours—does not render time insignificant, rather it places it at center stage, showing 
that, through the expansion of time, the Dealer and the Client can provide an anatomy of 
their relationship that would otherwise be hidden in body language, or silence.  Mounsef 
also acknowledges this, contradicting herself a bit, saying that, instead of trying to 
combat the strangeness of the time and space in which they have met, the Client and the 
Dealer go along with it: “...les personnages se laissent séduire par les caprices du temps et 
au lieu de lui restituer son unité, ils l’abdiquent au contraire à l’étrangeté.” (“...the 
characters allow themselves to be seduced by the whims of time and instead of restoring 
its unity, they abdicate in favor of strangeness.”).95  What is ambiguous, (and this 
ambiguity is surely the source of Mounsef’s self-contradiction) is that time in Koltès’ 
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play is anything but stereotypical.  Time, as something infinite, represents a kind of 
fullness, and an opportunity to find meaning in the minute, to find significance in 
emptiness.  Of this significant, theatrical emptiness Anne Ubersfeld writes: “L’espace 
scénique concret est un lieu contradictoire: fermé, clos sur lui-même ou sur la famille, il 
est aussi ouvert à tous les vents, menacé de partout.” (“The concrete scenic space is a 
contradictory place: closed, shut on itself or on family, it is also open to all winds, 
threatening from every direction.”).96  Indeed, this is the feeling that the Client and the 
Dealer convey: they are on edge, unsafe, and on multiple occasions, they refer to the 
uncertainty of time and space that they find themselves in, using it as part of their 
negotiation process.  Ubersfeld interprets the use of time and space as an intentional, 
necessary part of Koltès’ play, if not the dominant theme of it: 
Que dire de La Solitude, si ce n’est que cette rue vide, dont on ne sait à la 
lettre où est sa place, fixture en même temps un champ clos dont les deux 
“combattants” ne peuvent sortir.  Faux vide, fausse liberté...Comme si chez K. 
tout abri, tout espace protégé était du même coup ouvert à tous les dangers—et 
comme si l’espace vide, sans frontière, était en même temps une prison.97 
What to say about Solitude, if it is not that this empty road, which we do 
not know exactly where it is, set, at the same time, on a closed field where the two 
combattants cannot escape.  False emptiness, false freedom, as if with Koltès all 
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shelter, all protected space were at the same time open to all dangers—and as if 
the empty space, without boundary, were, at the same time, a prison. 
Truly, this emptiness that could be dismissed as meaningless and as only a space to fill, 
is, as Ubersfeld says, a “false emptiness.”  This simultaneously closed and open space is 
yet another link between Koltès and Beckett.  The Client’s initial descent into the road 
(from his apartment perhaps?) with the intent of going “somewhere” echoes the 
Beckettian scene, both Vladimir and Didi waiting on the open road, and A and B, 
emerging together, “trapped” on their street corner with nowhere to go.  The Client, 
caught off guard by the Dealer’s initial approach, in a transition between nowhere and 
nowhere, defends his supposed purpose:  
 Le Client. J’allais de cette fenêtre éclairée, derrière moi, là-haut, à cette  
    autre fenêtre éclairée, là-bas devant moi, selon une ligne bien droite qui  
    passe à travers vous parce que vous vous y êtes délibérément placé.98 
 Client.  I was going from that lit window up there, behind me, to this other  
    lit window, over there, in front of me, following a straight line that just  
    happens to cross your path because you put yourself there deliberately. 
The Client’s defensiveness serves to highlight that the empty road between two, lit 
windows is not a void, that perhaps the two, lit windows are the empty space, and that the 
whole of everything that matters occurs in the blank space in-between. 
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 If Koltès is a master of this characteristically twentieth-century use of time and 
space, then Les Essif sees Beckett as the forerunner of the long line of contemporary 
playwrights who rely heavily on the use of empty space as a significant aesthetic to their 
work, both in the text and in the visual perception of the staged work.  Essif’s explanation 
of Beckett echoes Ubersfeld’s of Koltès and at the same time demonstrates the paradox, 
and the “mise en abîme” (he calls it “metatheatrical” representation) of this theatrical 
emptiness that is the physical embodiment of emptiness but is still meaningful.  Essif 
writes:  
The protagonists of Beckett’s dramatic corpus are more solitary and, like 
the stage space they occupy, more empty.  They represent extreme, reductive 
cases of the dramatic figure as a metaphysical, metatheatrical, human icon; they 
convey a sense of personal emptiness that reflects and coincides with the 
emptiness of the stage space, becoming an empty space in their own right, a 
metatheatrical space within a theatrical space, which is arguably the most 
disturbing and theatrically effective stage image of all time.99 
What Ubersfeld and Essif both demonstrate is that these texts can be easily 
misunderstood or seen as emptiness, as it is easy to equate emptiness with 
meaninglessness or with nonsense.  Like Donia Mounsef, another scholar, Marie-Paule 
Sébastien describes time in Koltès’ play as representative of “lack of progression.”  She 
says: “Le monologue déssine le personnage qui est un énoncé sans être un sujet; le lieu 
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configure une action qui ne progresse pas.” (“Monologues delineate a character as an 
utterance without being a subject; the setting sets up an action that does not 
progress.”).100   While she accurately demonstrates that the characters in Dans la solitude 
des champs de coton are essentially body-less—they are primarily the embodiment of 
words, as demonstrated in the above analysis—a definite progression is made in the text, 
taking it to its arguably tragic (i.e. inevitable) end.   
Koltès and Beckett demonstrate that a progression towards emptiness, while 
perhaps, uncomfortable, is not the same as a dialogue that goes nowhere.   A danger that 
any literary or artistic work that deals with emptiness, nothingness, the absurd, 
meaninglessness, or unconsciousness, is that this work will be interpreted as and 
dismissed for being these things, rather than being significant representations of them. 
Considering again that Beckett’s short play and Koltès’ longer one reflect on the same 
subject (i.e. the negotiation of a deal), and finding that they do something, and are 
therefore not absurdly killing time, it is vitally important in an analysis of these plays to 
look beyond the superficial emptiness and the seeming absurdity to the meaning that is 
more than chimérique.   
Because, as Anne Ubersfeld notes profoundly, twentieth-century theater has a 
tendency to “marcher vers le vide,” criticism of it has at times dismissed it as 
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meaningless, and “absurd” in this precise sense.101  It is overly facile to overlook texts 
that deal with the subject of the absurd, as the subject of absurdity may be mistaken for 
the representation of absurdity, and certainly Beckett’s and Koltès’ work provide an 
intense gaze into the anxieties associated with nothingness, absurdity, emptiness—
anxieties familiar to an awareness of changing times and an uncertain future associated 
with the historically important turn of the millennium.  More importantly, instead of 
avoiding these discomfiting subjects, Beckett and Koltès embrace them, examine them, 
and commit a profound act of turning the insignificant into a twentieth-century version of 
poetic sublime.  
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Chapter 3: Gestures of Impotence, Reacting to Crisis: Beckett and 
Marco Antonio de la Parra  
Part A: Beckett’s Exploitation of Impotence 
INTRODUCTION: A REACTION TO CRISIS 
The plays that come into focus in this chapter and in Chapter Four depict, both 
overtly and metaphorically, the turmoil of the social and cultural conditions that inspired 
them.  Beckett wrote En attendant Godot and Fin de partie shortly after his traumatic 
experiences of World War II, and as new research has recently highlighted, his 
inspiration for these plays was not only a reflection of his own experience of a period of 
seemingly interminable waiting and uncertainty, but also part of his reaction to the 
deportation and disappearance of Parisian Jews, many of whom were close acquaintances 
of his, during the Occupation of Paris in World War II.102  Similarly, as will be explored 
further in Chapter Four, playwright Sarah Kane found inspiration to complete the writing 
of her play Blasted one evening while watching the news at her home, feeling powerless 
as she observed devastating images from Srebrenica during the Bosnian civil war.103  
And, likewise, Marco Antonio de la Parra, the prominent Chilean playwright, wrote a La 
secreta obscenidad de cada día, in Chile, from within the Pinochet regime, during a time 
of oppression, unable to speak openly of the burdens inflicted upon his own culture and 
society.  Notably, Beckett, Kane, and de la Parra wrote these plays during intense 
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moments of political crisis.  More importantly, they wrote them when they were each 
experiencing their own powerlessness, and what occurs in each of these plays is an 
expression of intense helplessness that emerges from living during and through crises.   
While the focus of this comparison centers on the plays mentioned above, further 
description of both Kane’s and de la Parra’s most prominent plays will provide more 
pertinent context for comparison. 
Both this chapter and Chapter Four define and examine the nature of Beckett’s 
theatrical gesture of helplessness/impotence and the re-appropriation of power through 
writing as a reaction to real historical and personal events. The Beckettian theatrical and 
literary gesture that became definitive of Beckett’s work after World War II (between 
1945-1949) when compared and contrasted with both Sarah Kane’s and Marco Antonio 
de la Parra’s plays demonstrates both a continuation of and a progression from Beckett’s 
theater.  An exploration of the autobiographical nature of these works reveals them to be, 
each in turn, a poignant abstraction of personal experience.  In terms of characters, plot, 
and milieu, this comparative approach that examines both the similarities in the 
playwrights’ plays as well as their personal experiences will emphasize the more obvious 
similarities between the literary works, and will also demonstrate how they are 
representative of specific anxieties of the twentieth century and turn of the millennium.  
These comparisons will demonstrate the extent to which Beckett’s theatrical gestures 
continue to translate across cultural and national boundaries. 
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BECKETTIAN GESTURES OF IMPOTENCE 
Beckett’s literary personas embody and at times embrace their profound 
impotence, both physical and metaphorical.  Beckett’s expression of impotence is 
perhaps best and paradoxically summarized by the last line from his novel The 
Unnamable: “I can’t go on, I’ll go on.”104  This statement captures the essence of his 
vision of powerlessness and strength, both, by its proclamation of an inability to move 
forward, to continue, and its immediate resolution to do the opposite.  John Thobo-
Carlson also identifies this “well-known paradox” as key to identifying what he calls 
Beckett’s “Rhetoric of Impotence,” defining it with this question: “...how can one keep 
yearning for it all to come to an end, and yet still keep writing?”105  Indeed, inspired by 
his own stasis, Beckett created an astonishing oeuvre marked by immobility and 
helplessness.  By writing these situations and characters marked by impotence, Beckett 
secured his own powerful literary influence.  
In his plays, too, Beckett’s characters are marked by the sense that progress is not 
possible, that they cannot possibly “go on.”   Even the desolate scenery, like the lonely 
open road and the now iconic scraggly tree from En attendant Godot, or, more striking 
still, the utter absence of scenery like that seen in Not I, insists on emptiness and the lack 
of a reason for continuity.  In the forefront, despair, delusion, anger, boredom, frustration, 
isolation, insanity, anxiety and depression reign.  And yet, contradictorily, while creating 
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a theatrical gesture of impotence, in the act of writing the play itself, the author 
overcomes this powerlessness, taking control of the play’s expression, the words that 
make it up, the interactions between the characters, and he himself crafts their ultimate 
stasis.  For Beckett, (and for de la Parra and for Kane) writing represents an act of 
precision and ultimate control, and writing helplessness, creating a performance of 
impotence, makes this control all the more real.   
TOWARDS EN ATTENDANT GODOT AND FIN DE PARTIE 
Beckett’s personal dealings powerlessness intensified during the wartime years 
between 1942 and 1945.  Deirdre Bair’s biography of Beckett’s life up to 1978 reveals 
the painful trauma of the war years on Beckett’s and many other Parisian exiles’ lives in 
her chapter “1942-1945: ‘No Symbol Where None Intended’.”  According to Bair’s study 
of Beckett, he and his future wife Suzanne Deschevaux-Dumesnil narrowly escaped 
arrest by the Gestapo on multiple occasions in Paris—due to their activities with the 
underground resistance movement “Gloria.”  Once able to escape Paris, they trekked 150 
miles south, to the neutral zone, and settled in Roussillon in Le Vaucluse.  One trauma 
led to the next, and it took them one month of walking, hiding and starvation to find a 
safe place to stay.  Finally in Roussillon, they established themselves in a farming 
community with an assortment of other exiles. 106   
Bair’s study reveals biographical affinities with Beckett’s two most celebrated 
plays: endless waiting, a lack of satisfying interaction/communication between people, 
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and a bleak setting.  As Bair describes the circumstances, Beckett had great difficulty 
finding stimulating social situations during this period in Roussillon, and he struggled 
with both wanting to be part of and distinct from the socializing that took place there.    
Separated from their friends, family and the intellectual society that they had kept in 
Paris, Beckett and Suzanne lived in a strange, wartime state of limbo.  Beckett became 
depressed and developed many physical ailments, falling into bouts of insomnia, 
hallucinations and disorientation.  For Beckett, Roussillon was a hellish prison.  Writing 
became his method for, as Bair puts it “...a desperate attempt to stave off complete mental 
breakdown...”.107  Through writing, Beckett was able to maintain his own sanity and 
health, and in writing plays about trapped, powerless characters—whose prisons and 
circumstances were even more outlandish than his own—he survived.  In the period of 
time immediately following the war years, Beckett still struggled both with health issues 
and personal depression, often retreating to the welcome numbness brought about by 
alcohol.  Again, Bair shows that it was writing that saved him, demonstrating that 
through an acceptance of his own depressive nature, he was able to find inspiration for 
his writing, and turned his feelings of powerlessness into the energy and inspiration he 
needed that ultimately led to his most fruitful period of writing:  “With increasing 
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confidence,” writes Bair, “he confronted all the devils inside himself and used them in his 
writing.”108   
During and immediately following the war, Beckett’s writing suffered greatly 
from his feelings of entrapment, brought about by both exile from Paris and personal 
depression that he struggled against for the rest of his life.  In later years, when he would 
have episodes of depression, he would complain of feeling imprisoned, particularly by his 
fame.109  His realization that he could overcome his recurring depression (his emotional 
prison) through writing both saved him and freed him from bouts of writers’ block.   
BECKETT’S REACTION TO CRISIS 
In each of Beckett’s plays despairing emotions dominate the language and the 
visual performance: each of them coming from the inability of a character to either 
understand or control his or her situation.  The empty settings for these plays serve only 
to aggravate the situation—the infinite emptiness of a post-apocalyptic (post-war) world 
or the empty, closed misery of a single room serve the same prison-like purpose: 
confining helpless characters in an inescapable situation.  Their trapped circumstances 
turn their words savage, their actions towards each other violent, and lead them to 
circling, repetitive dialogues that always bring them right back to the beginning, having 
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neither reached solutions nor conclusions.  Everything left dangling and all ends loose, 
the characters’ teetering mental and emotional stability seems always on the verge of 
catastrophe. Much has been made of the physical impairments that plague every 
character—these disabilities and illnesses add to their helplessness and reflect Beckett’s 
own struggles with pain and illness.  As a result, like their author but more extreme in 
their desperation, the characters seek control wherever they might find it. 
The opening scene in En attendant Godot begins with this notion.  Vladimir and 
Estragon, while musing over their mysterious circumstances, after a discussion of their 
foot pain and their inexplicable situation, consider using a bit of rope to hang themselves 
from the lonely tree.  More than once in the course of the play, they consider and re-
consider hanging themselves, not necessarily to seek death (but not without thinking of 
it).  Quickly, it becomes apparent that suicide is secondary to the need to simply find 
something to do—the primary reason being to seek out a brief sensation of sexual 
potency: 
Vladimir.  Qu’est-ce qu’on fait maintenant? 
Estragon.  On attend. 
Vladimir.  Oui, mais en attendant? 
Estragon.  Si on se pendait? 
Vladimir.  Ce serait un moyen de bander. 
Estragon (aguiché).  On bande? 
Vladimir.  Avec tout ce qui s’ensuit.  Là où ça tombe il pousse des mandragores.   
   C’est pour ça qu’elles crient quand on les arrache.  Tu ne savais pas ça? 
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Estragon.  Pendons-nous tout de suite.110 
Vladimir.  What do we do now? 
Estragon.  Wait. 
Vladimir.  Yes, but while waiting. 
Estragon.  What about hanging ourselves? 
Vladimir.  Hmm.  It’d give us an erection. 
Estragon.  (Highly excited.)  An erection! 
Vladimir.  With all that follows.  Where it falls mandrakes grow.  That’s why they 
    shriek when you pull them up.  Did you know that? 
Estragon.  Let’s hang ourselves immediately!111 
For Vladimir and Estragon, both the idea of suicide and the seeking of sexual potency are 
the only means by which they might escape endless waiting.  But they lose momentum 
even to follow through with this act, deciding instead to wait and see what Godot thinks 
when he arrives.  Of course, Godot does not arrive and Vladimir and Estragon puzzle 
over this briefly, and continue their wait.  Thwarted by their own inability to make a 
decision, they remain where they are, immobilized, will-less. 
As this example demonstrates, entrapment, and the realization of powerlessness 
lead to a variety of reactions, each with baseness—meanness—that negates the 
characters’ humanity.  Many Beckettian characters seek control out of fear, through 
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violence.  This is seen in such as in Fragment de théâtre I, as demonstrated in the 
previous chapter, in Pozzo’s tenuous control of Lucky in En attendant Godot, and in 
Hamm’s verbal abuse of Clov in Fin de partie, to name only a few of the many cases.  
Ultimately, each character’s attempt at control, in Beckett’s plays, is foiled by their 
circumstances, by elements beyond their reach.  Like numbed, forgetful clowns, 
Beckett’s characters resort to only talking about leaving, but they never really make any 
attempts change or to move forward, immobilized at the center of their cyclical 
circumstances. 
  This impotent stasis is exemplified in Beckett’s first play to be produced, in its 
choice not to be meaningless but to be about meaninglessness.  En attendant Godot to 
many may appear pointless, meaningless, and abstract to the point of no return, but it 
nevertheless captures, however darkly, a profound sense of what it means to still exist 
when all else is uncertain.  The notion of uncertainty itself indicates an absence of power, 
the impossibility of knowing, and this play above all others captures this sense.  Vladimir 
and Estragon vaguely wonder what they are waiting for and how long they will have to 
wait.  There is never a question of whether or not they should wait.  In spite of the open 
road in front of and behind them, they are strangely powerless (or unmotivated) to move 
at all.  They worry over their circumstances, but do nothing, weighing their 
powerlessness: 
Vladimir.  Notre rôle?  Celui du suppliant. 
Estragon.  A ce point-là? 
Vladimir.  Monsieur a des exigences à faire valoir? 
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Estragon.  On n’a plus de droits? 
Rire de Vladimir, auquel il coupe court comme au précédent.  Même jeu, moins le  
sourire. 
Vladimir.  Tu me ferais rire, si cela m’était permis. 
Estragon.  Nous les avons perdus? 
Vladimir (avec netteté).  Nous les avons bazardés. 
Silence.  Ils demeurent immobiles, bras ballants, tête sur la poitrine, cassés aux 
genoux.112 
Estragon.  Where do we come in? 
Vladimir.  Come in? 
Estragon.  Take your time. 
Vladimir.  Come in?  On our hands and knees. 
Estragon.  As bad as that? 
Vladimir.  Your Worship wishes to assert his prerogatives? 
Estragon.  We’ve no rights any more? 
 (Laugh of Vladimir, stifle as before, less the smile.) 
Vladimir.  You’d make me laugh if it wasn’t prohibited. 
Estragon.  We’ve lost our rights? 
Vladimir: (distinctly.)  We got rid of them. 
Silence.  They remain motionless, arms dangling, heads sunk, sagging at the  
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knees.113 
As this passage shows, from the first act of En attendant Godot, Vladimir and Estragon 
roam in linguistic circles, wherein they wonder vaguely about their circumstances, their 
“rights,” as Vladimir says, and decide that somehow, they had “chucked” (“bazardé”) 
their power to do anything.  Thus, they do not move, they stand, bent over, and 
dangling—embodying the physical stance of impotence.  The epitome of Beckettian 
impotence, this image of the two immobile tramps has, ironically, deeply affected not 
only notions of what theater is and should be, but also new writing and new generations 
of playwrights who followed in its footsteps. 
“...UNDERSTANDING THE QUALITIES OF BEING IN THE REAL WORLD.”114 
What makes Beckett’s writing ultimately so powerful is just this: that his writing 
reflects ultimate realities—something that so-called “reality TV” can never do, and which 
Beckett accomplished so profoundly.  This is why Godot still resonates with 
contemporary playwrights, and why this play has reached theaters and playwrights 
worldwide.  In large part, Vladimir and Estragon’s situation serves as a metaphor for the 
very real experience of stasis and stagnation in life.  They are a metaphor for 
experiencing the lowest point of despair, and are waiting for change, like many of us 
do—not actively seeking change or a way out of depressive misery, but waiting for it to 
come to them.   
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This process of waiting could be seen in many ways.  On the one hand, it is 
tempting to view the clownish pair as allegorical figures of the human condition: 
Vladimir and Estragon embody depression, what it means to be stuck in a rut, unable to 
see how they might control their own situations, or how to break from their routine.  Or, 
they might be viewed as representative of oppressed, and/or imprisoned human beings, 
trapped by circumstances that really are out of their control, waiting for an unknown 
force to set them free. Perhaps Vladimir and Estragon are like Beckett, his fellow Parisian 
exiles, and his deported friends waiting for the war to end, somewhat trapped in the wide-
open, on the road, waiting for something to change and take him in a different direction.  
In Act II, brief mention is made of “Le Vaucluse” where Beckett and Suzanne passed 
their time during the war, exiled from Paris:115 
Vladimir.  Tout de même, tu ne vas pas me dire que ça (geste) ressemble  
    au Vaucluse!  Il y a quand même une grosse différence. 
Estragon.  Le Vaucluse!  Qui te parle du Vaucluse? 
Vladimir.  Mais tu as bien été dans le Vaucluse? 
Estragon.  Mais non, je n’ai jamais été dans le Vaucluse!... 
Vladimir.  Pourtant nous avons été ensemble dans le Vaucluse, j’en mettrais ma  
    main au feu.  Nous avons fait les vendanges, tiens, chez un nommé Bonnelly, à  
    Roussillon.116 
                                                
115 Beckett’s English translation is less autobiographical: notice that he changed the location to “Macon 
county” and leaves out any mention of Roussillon. 
116 Samuel Beckett, En attendant Godot, 86. 
 101 
Vladimir.  All the same, you can’t tell me that this (gesture) bears any  
   resemblance to...(he hesitates)... the Macon country for example.  You can’t  
   deny there’s a big difference. 
Estragon.  The Macon country!  Who’s talking to you about the Macon country? 
Vladimir.  But you were there yourself, in the Macon country. 
Estragon.  No I was never in the Macon country!  I’ve puked my puke of a life  
   away here, I tell you!  Here!  In Cackon country! 
Vladimir.  But we were there together, I could swear to it!  Picking grapes for a  
   man called...(he snaps his fingers)...can’t think of the name of the man, at a  
   place called...(snaps his fingers)...can’t think of the name of the place, do you  
   not remember?117 
Here, their having been to the Vaucluse, with its significant autobiographical connection 
to Beckett is both affirmed, refuted, and reaffirmed, in the familiar push and pull, back 
and forth rhythm of Godot.   
 Another possible interpretation of Vladimir and Estragon’s circumstances might 
be that, perhaps, Vladimir and Estragon, given that they do face an open road, an open 
terrain, and an open sky, have more control than they realize or make known, and for 
some unknown reason are unable to realize their own potential, like Beckett struggling 
against his own depression until the moment of recognizing its usefulness.  Knowing that 
much of Beckett’s writing was inspired by his personal experience, it seems that Vladimir 
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and Estragon are not simply one or the other of these versions of impotence, but the 
embodiment of many different notions, and to label them as definitively allegorical, 
metaphorical, or biographical is limiting, when they are all of these things and none of 
these things.  Beckett’s persistent refusal to discuss their significance augments their 
power—giving them a mysterious, mythological status that elevates them above the 
possibility of interpretation. 118 
BECKETT’S GESTURE OF IMPOTENCE TODAY 
For contemporary dramatists, through both his fiction and theater, Beckett led the 
way, giving artists and writers valid reasons to use elements of life that previously 
seemed impossibly unliterary—this act alone makes his influence profound in the way 
that it opened the world’s eyes to new sources of inspiration.  Beckett sought the sublime 
in that which seems even more mediocre than the ordinary.  The timing was right—
Beckett’s embracing of impotence, emptiness, and nothingness resonated and continues 
to resonate with writers and artists of all media.  In his 1956 interview in The New York 
Times with journalist Israel Shenker, Beckett explained his methodology of impotence, 
contrasting his intentions with those of his mentor, James Joyce: 
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With Joyce the difference is that Joyce was a superb manipulator of 
material—perhaps the greatest.  He was making words do the absolute maximum 
of work.  There isn’t a syllable that’s superfluous.  The work I do is one in which 
I’m not master of my material.  The more Joyce knew the more he could.  He’s 
tending towards omniscience and omnipotence as an artist.  I’m working with 
impotence, ignorance.  I don’t think impotence has been exploited in the past.  My 
little exploration is that whole zone of being that has always been set aside by 
artists as something unusable, as something by definition incompatible with art.119 
Beckett manages to slip away from his audience, in a way, with the simplicity of this 
commentary.  His self-deprecating manner (“I’m not the master of my material) makes it 
seem that his words, his plays are not “puzzling” as the title of Shenker’s article suggests, 
but almost quaint (“my little exploration”) and approachable.  In the same breath, the 
acknowledgement that his work deals with previously “unusable” distinguishes him from 
anything or anyone that came before, even the celebrated James Joyce.  This seemingly 
simple notion – to exploit impotence – triggered a drastic change in twentieth-century 
literature, defining the traces of Beckett seen in both Sarah Kane’s work and in Marco 
Antonio de la Parra’s, who both, when faced with their own impotence “exploit” it, 
gaining control of their circumstances and their own words, engaging in the ironic 
comfort of creativity within a period of great uncertainty. 
                                                
Confession and Complicity in Narrative (Cambridge [Cambridgeshire] ; New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1987) 111-112. 
119 Israel Shenker, "Moody Man of Letters; a Portrait of Samuel Beckett, Author of the Puzzling 'Waiting 
for Godot'," The New York Times May 6, 1956. 
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Part B: Marco Antonio de la Parra: Waiting (Actively) Within Crisis 
BECKETT AND THE LATIN AMERICAN “THEATER OF THE ABSURD” 
The canon of “absurdist” playwrights collaged together by Martin Esslin’s 
Theatre of the Absurd resonated with many playwrights throughout Latin America who 
were contemporaries, more or less of Ionesco, Beckett, Adamov et al—including Virgilio 
Piñera (Cuba), Griselda Gambaro (Argentina), and Jorge Díaz (Chile).  These 
playwrights looked to the European canon for inspiration, and, while it can be said that 
the European playwrights’ plays were not void of social commentary, their perspective 
and expression of “absurdity” came from a very different point of view.   
Certainly, as mentioned previously, Beckett’s experience during the Occupation 
influenced his vision in both En attendant Godot and Fin de partie, but he wrote these 
during a time of freedom—uncensored—when his social and political commentary 
served more as an abstract reflection on past events, and, more than that, as an inward 
examination of the experience of living, or, more specifically, his study of the “human 
condition.”  Conversely, the Latin American playwrights (like Díaz, Gambaro, and 
Piñera) clearly wrote from within highly unstable political regimes, and the notion of 
absurdity, for them, was more specific in terms of politics.  Inspired by Martin Esslin’s 
definitions of the Absurd as much as by the canon of European Absurdists, these writers 
evaded censorship, which, while Beckett certainly participated in resistance activity, he 
never experienced having to write his plays or novels from the perspective of having to 
conceal his meaning in order to survive.   
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The Latin American “Teatro del absurdo,” like the European “Theater of the 
Absurd,” is not a specific movement.  However, it is, in many ways, more easily 
defined—or, categorized—by the necessity to conceal meaning.  Many of these 
playwrights wrote during periods of great oppression, risking violence against 
themselves, their families, and anyone willing to support their work simply by writing.  
The “Absurd”—in the form of nonsense more than existential angst—was used by many 
of these playwrights to thinly veil or to confuse their meaning.  Through humor, slapstick 
clowning, and improbable or ambiguous juxtapositions, many were able to get away with 
risky political commentary.   
L. Howard Quackenbush’s 1987 book Teatro del Absurdo Hispanoamericano 
recognizes this more definitive connection between the Latin American playwrights, 
using it as the basis for his examination of their plays.  Quackenbush states that the Latin 
American Absurdists (writing primarily in the 1960s and 1970s) intentionally used 
Esslin’s concepts of the Absurd appropriate for their own use.  Quackenbush explains: 
Es decir, simplemente, no transportan al pie de la letra el Teatro del Absurdo 
europeo a Hispanoamérica.  El estudioso siempre que tiene que tener presente 
que, desde una perspectiva latinoamericana, lo absurdo (lo irracional, inhumano, 
sufrido, caótico, ininteligible) forma parte de la vida social diaria de una 
multiplicidad de gente en los países latinoamericanos...En varias partes de 
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Latinoamérica el Teatro del Absurdo refleja la realidad de la existencia...el Teatro 
del Absurdo requiere una participación activa de parte del público.120 
This is to say, simply, that the European Theater of the Absurd was not 
transported word-for-word to Hispanic America.  This study only attempts to 
present that, from a Latin American perspective, the absurd (the irrational, 
inhuman, suffering, chaotic, unintelligible) forms a part of the daily social life of 
many different kinds of people in Latin American countries...In various parts of 
Latin America, the Theater of the Absurd reflects the reality of existence...the 
Theater of the Absurd requires active participation on the part of the audience. 
Thus, as Quackenbush shows, the experience of oppression and suffering inflicted upon 
many peoples of many cultures throughout Latin American created a well-defined notion 
of what it meant to experience the Absurd during this time.  Being out of control of their 
own lives, the Absurd emerged, for many playwrights, as the direct result the “irrational, 
the inhuman, suffering, chaos and the unintelligible...experience of daily life.”  
According to Quackenbush, the Absurd created dialogue between playwright and public 
where otherwise none could be had. 
The mid-twentieth-century Latin American dramatists used theater specifically as 
a tool to promote certain ideologies (and thereby, to gain what little control they could 
over their own situations)—their work emerged from a tradition of writers who sought to 
                                                
120 L. Howard Quackenbush, ed., Antología Anotada Del Teatro Del Absurdo Hispanoamericano (Mexico: 
Editorial Patria, S.A. de C.V., 1987) 10. 
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use theater as a social tool or even a weapon of influence (Piscator, Brecht, Artaud).121  
Severino João Albuquerque remarks in his study of violence in Latin American theater 
that many playwrights interpreted (or as he suggests, misinterpreted) these European 
theoreticians—particularly Artaud.  They took, for example, Artaud’s notions of 
“cruelty” in a very literal sense, when Artaud did not intend violence as much as he 
intended to provoke a more conscious society.122  Albuquerque states that this 
“misinterpretation” led to a “...widespread display of crude physical violence on the 
stage,” rather than a use of theater in a more subtle way to propel an audience into action 
or to being more intentional in their way of living.123  Nevertheless, the expression of 
overt violence, as well as of authorial violence inflicted upon unsuspecting fictional 
characters, gave each these playwrights a grasp on reality, and on their lives that was 
necessary for their own survival in a time in which they had no other control.  To further 
understand the manifestations of the Latin American “theater of the absurd,” and to 
                                                
121 Severino Albuquerque writes of these European influences on the Latin American playwrights of the 
time: 
The languages of the Latin American drama and theatre written and staged in this period were 
shaped by major European trends, such as the theatre of the absurd, Brechtian theory, and Artaud’s 
theatre of cruelty... Building on Piscator’s notion of the theatre as an ideological 
instrument...young Latin American playwrights and theatre groups embarked on the long, difficult 
but for the most part fruitful assimilation process of Brecht’s ideas.  
Severino João Medeiros Albuquerque, Violent Acts : A Study of Contemporary Latin American Theatre, 
Latin American Literature and Culture; (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1991) 20. 
122 In the chapter “No More Masterpieces,” for example, Artaud explains his “Theatre of Cruelty”: 
 I propose then a theater in which violent physical images crush and hypnotize the sensibility of the 
 spectator seized by the theater as a whirlwind of higher forces....A theater which, abandoning 
 psychology, recounts the extraordinary, stages natural conflicts, natural and subtle forces, and 
 presents itself first of all as an exceptional power of redirection. 
Antonin Artaud, The Theater and Its Double (New York,: Grove Press, 1958) 82-83. 
123Albuquerque 21. 
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identify the Beckettian gesture of impotence within this context, the use of the Absurd in 
late 20th century Chilean theater will provide new insight. 
CHILE: TOWARDS DICTATORSHIP AND TOWARDS A THEATRICAL GESTURE OF 
IMPOTENCE 
At the end of the twentieth century and now at the beginning of the twenty-first 
century, Chile has only begun to experience economic and political stability.  This period 
began in the past 10-15 years—and certainly the recent death (in December 2006) of the 
former dictator Pinochet has only reaffirmed its progress and prosperity.  Chile’s 
difficulties began well before Pinochet’s regime, and Chilean theater began to develop its 
version of the Theater of the Absurd more consciously than the European Absurdists.   
Nearly a contemporary of Beckett and Ionesco, Jorge Díaz (who also died recently, in 
March 2007) is the most well known Chilean playwright to be considered part of the 
“Teatro del Absurdo Hispanoamericano.”   Díaz was most well known for his plays El 
cepillo de dientes (The Toothbrush, 1961), El lugar donde mueren los mamíferos (The 
Place Where Mammals Die,1963) and more than 20 other plays—he continued to write 
well into the 1990s.124  
Díaz, a prolific and politically savvy writer, began his playwriting career with the 
consciousness that he wanted to take Chilean theater out of the wealthy hands of the 
highly political bourgeoisie and make it something more thoughtful, more powerful.  In 
an article written for The Drama Review in 1970, he bemoaned the lack of a genuine, 
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non-European, Latin American identity in theater, and moreover, the lack of a Chilean 
identity in Chilean theater.   
In this article, Díaz expressed the feeling that, at the time, Latin American theater 
had no self-awareness, that Latin American playwrights were too aware of American and 
European cutting-edge plays, and that this European influence was dominating a theater 
that could be used to create stronger cultural communication between countries who had 
much in common, if they could look to themselves rather than outside of themselves.  
But, he explained, due to political strife and the resulting lack of communication, Latin 
American playwrights, directors, and actors were completely powerless to trigger the 
cultural and artistic changes that could occur within their own cultures.  This separation 
and lack of communication between neighboring cultures, Díaz suggested, weakened and 
limited any possibility for the development of new and interesting work.  Isolated and 
alienated, he asked, how could these writers possibly strengthen their work and become 
their own identity?  Díaz writes: 
In Latin America, the writer feels he is marginal, insolvent, a pariah.  His work is 
difficult and is subject to the ups and downs of a stupid and brutal politics.  
Moreover, his human and cultural development has been shaped by Europe, and 
                                                
124 Díaz’ El cepillo de dientes is considered to be “...una obra mítica en el contexto del teatro chileno 
contemporáneo,” and greatly influenced the playwrights who came after him. Jorge Díaz, Antología 
Subjetiva (Santiago de Chile: Red Internacional del Libro, 1996) 11. 
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self-alienation from his own underdeveloped environment pushes him toward 
Europe.125 
Here, Díaz defined the impotence that he felt as a playwright writing from within an 
oppressive culture.  He saw the influence of European theater as magnifying this feeling 
of helplessness.  
 Díaz foresaw the approaching gloom towards which Chile’s political situation 
was careening, and his article, demonstrating his idealism and grasping at straws, calls for 
a “continental dialogue” that he claimed was absent and would be necessary for any of 
these countries to change their trajectories.  His words in 1970 presaged somewhat the 
difficulties that lay ahead, and spoke of the retardation that Chile’s dramatic artists would 
experience—all of which came to pass: 
At present, Chilean playwrights find themselves faced with the same problem that 
confronts theatre artists on the entire continent: to find a theatre for Latin America 
that is a stethoscopic reading of our social reality.  And each day of this reality 
becomes more filled with conflict, less predictable, more desperate.126 
Perhaps, as Díaz proposed, more unification among the artists of Latin America would 
have strengthened a sense of identity, and perhaps this would have rendered more 
difficult the seizing of power that took place within Chile, but it is difficult to know on 
hindsight—Diaz’ idealist notion that the unification of artists would not only enrich their 
work but soften (if not prevent) the political turmoil to come seems overly optimistic and 
                                                
125 Jorge Díaz, "Reflections on the Chilean Theatre," The Drama Review: TDR 14.2 (1970) 84. 
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too simple.  But, in spite of the oppression that lay ahead for Chile, in spite of the regime 
of fear and censorship that overthrew the Socialist regime of Salvador Allende in 1973, 
writers kept writing (including Díaz), establishing a canon of Chilean fin-de-siècle 
playwrights, despite the odds.  However, his suggestion that the European influence 
should be thrown off proved impossible, and, as an example, in Marco Antonio de la 
Parra, we find traces of Beckett. 
WRITERS’ REACTIONS TO CRISIS: CHILE AFTER 1973 
Salvador Allende’s Chile, after a brief period of economic increase and optimism, 
began to disintegrate in 1972, and the military regime of Augusto Pinochet established 
control violently and suddenly in a military coup on September 11, 1973 beginning with 
the bombing of the La Moneda Palace and the murder of Allende and his wife.  This date 
began a reign of terror over Chile in which thousands of Chilean citizens fled the country 
and thousands more (including unfortunate or perhaps unwise foreign protestors/visitors) 
were threatened, detained, tortured, killed or inexplicably “disappeared.”  Many of cases 
that have emerged against the Chilean government since the end of Pinochet’s reign in 
1990, including against the now deceased Pinochet himself, are still in and awaiting trial 
and resolution. 
The military coup, and the decades that followed, were marked by much political 
and economic instability, having a profound effect on the Chilean literature produced at 
the time.  The feeling of weakness, of an inability to act, and therefore an inability to 
                                                
126 Díaz 85. 
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write, settled over many writers.  In an article from The New York Times entitled 
“Writers and Dictators” from August 14, 1988, journalist Mitchel Levitas interviewed 
several authors, revealing the extent of the censorship of the Pinochet regime and the 
violence inflicted upon those who spoke out incautiously.  Levitas cites Chilean novelist 
José Donoso, who revealed the effect of fear on his creativity: 
Mr. Donoso is passionately against the regime—so is virtually every well-known 
writer—but resists becoming a spokesman.  “One feels enslaved,” he said.  “I 
want to write about my great aunt who was a nun. But I can’t because that would 
be a sort of treason these days.  So I deal in some way with political and social 
issues—and my writing has been at a standstill for two years.  One doesn’t have 
the freedom inside the head,” he said.127 
But, while Donoso expressed fear and claimed that his writing had stalled, playwright 
Marco Antonio de la Parra (incidentally, a devoted student of Donoso128) determinedly 
launched and even strengthened his career in this time period.  Finding theater to be a 
powerful means to evade the totality of Pinochet’s censorship, he daringly continued to 
speak out against the regime.  Like Beckett using his depression to stimulate creative 
energy, de la Parra used oppression.  Levitas writes: 
                                                
127 Mitchel Levitas, "Writers and Dictators," The New York Times August 14, 1988. 
128 de la Parra refers to Donoso as his “maestro resucitador con quien se desarolló una relación que merece 
un libro aparte” in his personal essay “Obscenamente In(Fiel).” (“energizing teacher with whom a 
relationship unfolded that deserves a separate book”)  Marco Antonio de la Parra, La Secreta Obscenidad 
De Cada Día ; Infieles ; Obscenamente (in)Fiel, O, Una Personal Crónica De Mi Prehistoria Dramatúrgica, 
Biblioteca Del Sur., 1a ed. (Santiago, Chile: Planeta, 1988) 47. 
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In the way of a dramatist, Marco Antonio de la Parra has already leaped beyond 
the present history and labeled the period since 1986 a “post-Pinochet” era.  The 
description-diagnosis is a form of denial renouncing the crippling mythological 
significance of the coup.  “We must work through our period of mourning and 
grief and get on with living,” he said.  “We must construct our future—our liberty 
and our literature—with or without Pinochet.”129 
De la Parra’s gaze toward the future, as shown by this citation, is a distinctive part of his 
work, and, it must be noted, displays a defiant optimism.  Unlike the other playwrights in 
this dissertation, whose optimism is either nonexistent or hiding beneath an almost 
impenetrable façade, de la Parra writes with a more translucent despair—the optimism 
shimmers just under the surface, beneath a wry wit, rather than hiding in the depths.   
SUBTLY BECKETTIAN: TRACES OF BECKETT IN DE LA PARRA’S ŒUVRE 
 To find the Beckettian traces in de la Parra’s work, it is necessary to 
acknowledge, first of all, that nowhere in his plays, in his many interviews, or in his 
prolific writings as an essayist does de la Parra mention Beckett.  But, based on the fact 
that de la Parra is highly educated in the European tradition, and considering that the 
Chilean dramatic tradition is steeped in European influence (bemoaned by Díaz in the 
article discussed above), de la Parra’s work has certainly been influenced by Beckett’s 
theatrical legacy.  In this analysis, however, it is not so much the influence of Beckett that 
is of interest, but the theme: the similar feeling of waiting (de la Parra’s play has an 
                                                
129 Levitas, "Writers and Dictators." 
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uncanny resemblance to Beckett’s En attendant Godot) and the expression of impotence, 
are the unifying gestures between these two plays.   
Further distancing de la Parra from the other works discussed in this dissertation, 
unlike Bernard-Marie Koltès and Sarah Kane, de la Parra does not stand out as an avant-
garde writer who pushes the boundaries of theater, taking Beckett to a new level.130  His 
plays, unlike what has been seen thus far with Beckett and with Koltès, and unlike what 
will be shown with Sarah Kane, have a much less global appeal, and are so specific to 
their moment in history (similar to what will be seen with playwright Christopher 
Durang), that they function more as historical relics—time capsules of expression from 
within a repressed regime.   
De la Parra’s work is reminiscent of other periods in history where theater has 
been used as a tool for social reform, for raising awareness.  In the 1970s and 1980s, de la 
Parra’s plays embraced a multi-layered approach that both concealed his true meaning 
and revealed it—he managed to elude the government’s censorship while standing, 
completely revealed in front of it.  Because of his persistence in writing despite the odds, 
and because of his ability to both conceal and reveal his meaning, leaving it just 
                                                
130 However, it is possible that within a Chilean tradition of theater, de la Parra is viewed as avant-garde 
along with other playwrights of his time, as demonstrated in this statement by Adolfo Farías: 
En el teatro, Marco Antonio de la Parra comparte el escenario posgolpe con otros dramaturgos que 
también contribuyeron a renovar los registros de la escritura teatral chilena, como David 
Benavente, Luis Rivano, Gustavo Meza y Juan Radrigán.  
In theater, Marco Antonio de la Parra shares the post-coup stage with other playwrights, like 
David Benavente, Luis Rivano, Gustavo Meza and Juan Radrigán, who also will contribute to the 
renovation of the annals of Chilean playwriting. 
Adolfo Albornoz Farías, "Marco Antonio De La Parra, Tres Décadas De Teatro, 1975-2006 (Un 
Commentario General a Propósito De Chile Y Su Clase Media En Los Tránsitos Dictadura/Postdictadura, 
Modernidad/Postmodernidad)," Acta Literaria 33 (2006) 113. 
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ambiguous enough to remain in the public gaze, de la Parra has achieved the status of a 
popular, intellectual hero in present-day Chile.131  Unlike Beckett, Kane and Koltès who 
were driven to do something new with theater aesthetically, de la Parra’s interest in 
writing, during the Pinochet regime, was not in pushing the structure or the classical 
notions of theater, but in expanding the consciousness of his audiences and in the 
subversion of the limitations of censorship imposed by the years of military rule.  It may 
not be coincidental that La secreta obscenidad de cada día bears likeness to En attendant 
Godot, but its purpose, vis-à-vis its audience, is of an entirely different nature. 
 De la Parra is not a private person like Beckett was—he does not evade questions 
about his work, about the origins of his characters or the meaning that he intended.  This 
being said, his writing is much more translucent than Beckett’s, Koltès’, or, as will be 
shown, Kane’s, either.  This is as much for a practical reason as any other: he needed to 
reach a wider audience—he wrote, and continues to write, not for the sake of art, but for 
the sake of encouraging freedom of thought and encouraging a way out of despair.  In 
this way, the motivating force behind his work is similar to Beckett’s: gaining control 
through the exploitation of his own impotence.  A psychiatrist by trade, his plays gave 
him a personal sense of strength, at least during the Pinochet regime, and, as he has 
expressed, he intended them to provide a kind of therapy for his audience.  Also, in the 
public projection of his personal life, he does not reveal himself to be troubled by his 
                                                
131 De la Parra’s theater sought social change in a subtler manner than other types of theater that emerged 
in the 1960s and 1970s (just as he was beginning his playwriting career) in the United States in particular, 
such as the the Teatro Campesino or the San Francisco Mime Troupe who used the theater openly to 
provoke audiences and to educate them.  
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public presence, nor by the day-to-day experience of living life as Beckett, Kane or 
Koltès all were.  Thus, his impetus for writing, and the troubles that he struggled to 
control through writing, were not of the inward, existential sort that the other three 
playwrights portrayed, but of the sort that were necessary for survival (or at least his own 
sanity) in a world in crisis.   
 His early work did not use, like Beckett and Kane, depression as a creative force, 
but, rather, he used the fact of real, political oppression in his own country, on his own 
person as inspiration for his work.  Unlike Kane (as we will see), he reacted to crisis from 
within the crisis, rather than from without, gazing in.  In this way, his writing belongs to a 
reality that none of the other playwrights did (except for Beckett, of course, during World 
War II)—his writing, in openly criticizing the political situation of the time, he risked his 
own safety, and it is this personal risk that has certainly helped to establish his celebrity 
in Chile today.  More importantly, de la Parra’s writing was for his public—not intended 
to shock or alienate them, but to encourage community, thought, and action among them. 
BACKGROUND: DE LA PARRA’S THEATER 
 De la Parra began his playwriting in 1975, while still in medical school, two years 
after the beginning of the military regime.  His plays, which now span thirty years, have 
been categorized into three periods: those of the military dictatorship, those of the 
transitional period following Pinochet’s 17 year rule, and lastly a distinctly fin-de-
siècle/post-dictatorship time.  From the first period of his writing, Lo crudo, lo cocido y 
lo podrido (1978) and La secreta obscenidad de cada día (1983) are the most popular, 
with La secreta obscenidad de cada día having been called the most frequently performed 
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play in South America.132  From the second period, there is a definite humor and “pop” 
theme (seen in the titles alone): King Kong Palace (1990) and Dostoievski va a la playa 
(1991).  And from the third period, a return to more somber, classical roots: El continente 
negro (1994), Ofelia o la madre muerta (1994), and Monogamia (2000).133  Interestingly, 
de la Parra emerged onto the Chilean theater scene at the height of censorship of the 
Pinochet regime—his play, Lo crudo, lo cocido, y lo podrido (The Raw, the Cooked and 
the Rotten) was the first play that la Universidad Católica in Santiago attempted to stage 
after the coup in 1973.  The play was censored by the university authorities, nervous 
about its not-so-ambiguous allusions to the political conditions at the time, and was 
required to relocate to the Teatro Imagen. 134  At the Teatro Imagen, however, the play 
was well-received, and, as de la Parra says of the experience, his play could express itself 
“...con más impiedad y sin la meno concesión al público, sin salidas, sin discursos, sin 
guiños a la platea.” (“...with more impiety and without the least concession to the 
audience, without exits, without conversations, without winking to the audience.”).135 
 De la Parra’s affinity with Beckett is not consistent throughout his body of work, 
and, as this analysis will show, the play La secreta obscenidad de cada día is the best 
example of a play from Latin America, written since 1980, that demonstrates an 
                                                
132 “La secreta obscenidad de cada día est la obra teatral latinoamericana más montada en los últimos 
veinte años en todo este continente.”  (“The Secret Obscenity of Every Day is the most often produced 
Latin American play in the last twenty years on this entire continent.”)  León Cohen, Obras Estrenadas: La 
Secreta Obscenidad De Cada Día, 2004, Teatro del Pueblo/SOMI, Available: 
http://www.teatrodelpueblo.org.ar/obras/la_secreta_obscenidad_de_cada_dia.htm#, 21 March 2008 2008. 
133 Farías 111. 
134 Grinor Rojo, "Chilean Theatre from 1957 to 1987," Theatre Journal 41.4, Theatre and Hegemony. 535. 
135 de la Parra 32. 
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apparently unintentional and uncanny affinity to En attendant Godot.  Although Beckett’s 
characters Vladimir and Estragon, as clownish old men, have a subtler significance (if not 
less significance as metaphorical or allegorical figures) than de la Parra’s Carlos and 
Sigmund, there is a resonance not only in their circumstances, but also in their 
circumlocutions, in their behavior towards one another, and, especially, in their gestures 
of impotence. 
 For de la Parra, playwriting was a way for to find strength in a world that was 
beyond his control, and, further, it was a way for the equally powerless public to 
participate and share in this control—the space of theater provided a forum for 
communication.  De la Parra’s theater relies on ambiguities by addressing nothing 
specific, by using non-Chilean characters, by eliminating specific history or time from the 
context of his plays.  Thus, he was able to circumvent censure.  José Francisco Silva, in 
his article on de la Parra “La Razón no prescinde de la emoción,” (“Reason Does Not 
Preside Over Emotion”) writes that the language of theater, for creative people like de la 
Parra, permitted a discussion of the tensions in Chile in a way that was otherwise not 
possible.136  Adolfo Farías clarifies this, claiming that de la Parra’s theater steeps itself in 
an ambiguity that makes it not clear who is being criticized or mocked, or if, indeed what 
                                                
136 Silva writes:  
En medio del autoritarismo político y el liberalismo económico los creadores desean penetrar 
profundamente en fenómenos y problemas de la realidad nacional ya no tensionando los márgenes 
de la censura o de la autocensura, sino encontrando un lenguaje theatral que sea capaz de 
desvelarlos.  
In the middle of political authoritarianism and economic liberalism,  creators (writers) desire to 
profoundly penetrate the phenomena and problems of a national reality that are not yet testing the 
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is occurring is criticism or mockery.  The effect of this ambiguity, Farías shows, created a 
kind of community within de la Parra’s audience (known for its mélange of government 
officials, academics, and students).  Farías writes: 
 El marcado carácter polisémico de este teatro también fue visto como un recurso 
 para generar complicidad descifractoria e interpretativa entre el escenario y la 
 platea, de modo de articular un espacio de comunidad y de comunión vitalmente 
 necesario durante los años de la dictadura.137 
 The marked polysemic nature of this theater also was seen as a method to  
 generate a deciphering and interpretive complicity between the stage and the  
 audience, in such a way as to articulate a community space—a communion vitally  
 necessary during the years of dictatorship. 
This community/communion—sharing of space, frustrations and ideas culminates in the 
banter between de la Parra’s characters Carlos and Sigmund La secreta obscenidad de 
cada día.  Perhaps, after all, this was his intention, as a psychiatrist surely he understood 
the power of a strong community for those who were deeply in despair.  The choice to 
use European (i.e. non-Chilean), historical figures (Freud and Marx) as the focus for his 
play further distanced the play from threat of censorship—as Farías points out, using 
Sigmund Freud and Karl Marx and turning them into allegorical figures in La secreta 
obscenidad de cada día, neutralized the threat of censorship—adding layers of meaning 
                                                
margins of censorship or of self-censorship, if not to encounter a theatrical language that may be 
capable of  waking them up. 
José Francisco Silva, "La Razón No Prescinde De La Emoción," Dramateatro Revista Digital 3 (2001). 
137 Farías 116. 
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and adhering to no political ideology in particular in this play.138  The only Chile-specific 
detail in the play is that it takes place in Santiago. 
SKIRTING CENSORSHIP   
En attendant Godot and La secreta obscenidad de cada día, when juxtaposed find 
unexpected similarities and stark contrast with one another—enough to inspire wonder 
about the circumstances of their writing that might make them at once so similar and 
dissimilar.  It is surprising, too, that in spite of the influence of France’s postwar theater 
on many Latin American playwrights of the 1950s and 1960s, this play from the 1980s is 
the one that resonates the most, both superficially and profoundly, with En attendant 
Godot.  More astonishing still, despite de la Parra’s play having been translated into 
English in 1988, ten years ago, and soon after into French, no comparison or connection 
seems to have been made previously between these two plays, and, furthermore, de la 
Parra himself says nothing about Beckett.   
De la Parra, in his autobiographical essay “Obscenamente (In)Fiel,” (1988) 
reveals much about his transformative years from psychoanalyst to playwright—although 
he claims both professions, he embraces the playwright side of himself more readily.  In 
this essay, he gives a detailed account of his creative process with writing La secreta 
obscenidad de cada día, which was the play at the transitional moment in this personal 
decision to focus on playwriting, and is also the play for which he is most celebrated.  In 
this account, he says nothing specific with regard to other literary influences on his 
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work—only that he was inspired by a sudden flow of reoccurring ideas, which he told to 
his friend León Cohen: 
...le conté ideas sueltas que se me estaban ocurriendo: un diálogo de terroristas, el 
encuentro de Freud, Marx y Nietzsche en una celda adonde habían ido aparar por 
circular en estado de ebriedad y una escena...basada en el diálogo de dos 
perversos, dos exhibicionistas disputándose el banco de una plaza frente a un 
liceo de ninas.139 
...I told him ideas that were coming to me freely: a dialogue between terrorists, 
the meeting of Freud, Marx and Nietzsche in a cell where they would appear 
going around in a state of drunkenness and a scene...based on the dialogue of two 
perverts, two exhibitionists fighting over the bench in a plaza facing an all-girls’ 
high school. 
His primary inspiration in this work is found in his ambiguous admiration and dislike of 
Marx and Freud.  Of them he writes, in the same essay: 
Marx y Freud me eran queridos y temidos, odiados y extrañados, y esa 
ambigüedad me atraía, como la luz a las polillas, de una manera fatal que no 
puedo alejar.  Nada es tan imantador par mí como lo ambiguo, lo doble, lo 
conflictivo.140 
Marx and Freud were at once dear to me, frightening, hateful, and strange, and 
this ambiguity attracted me, like a moth to the flame, in a fateful manner that I 
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could not slow down.  Nothing is as inspiring to me as the ambiguous, the double, 
the conflicting. 
The last part of this statement is the most striking: to claim that nothing is more attractive 
to him than the “ambiguous, the double or the conflicting” affirms the importance to him 
of meaning more than he reveals in his writing.  In a way, while de la Parra appears at 
least more public with his thoughts than Beckett and more willing to share his own 
interpretation of his own work, in actuality he reveals very little about his intentions.  
There is a strange openness in his tone that in pretending to reveal all it while actually 
saying very little, it may be disclosing the harsh reality of censorship that would have still 
been present at the time he wrote this essay.  As this analysis will show, La secreta 
obscenidad de cada día unveils a more intentional construction, with many more 
premeditated layers of meaning than de la Parra’s essay claims responsibility for.   
 Between Beckett’s En attendant Godot and La secreta obscenidad de cada día, 
there are three important parallels.  First of all, two clownish main characters (Vladimir 
and Estragon; Carlos and Sigmund) are caught in an absurd situation that at least appears 
to be out of their control.  Secondly, they both engage in a somewhat slapstick routine of 
conversation that takes them in both philosophical and nonsensical circles, mostly to 
nowhere.  Thirdly, not only are they waiting for something that will never arrive or for a 
purpose that is not yet clear to them, but also they accept their inertia as something out of 
their control, even though they are not physically imprisoned. 
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VLADIMIR AND ESTRAGON/ CARLOS AND SIGMUND 
De la Para plays with an ambiguity reminiscent of Beckett’s—Beckett’s private 
nature and insistence on Vladimir’s and Estragon’s perpetual skirting total interpretation 
kept and continues to keep his audiences and readers partially in the dark—a state of 
unknowing that mirrors the powerlessness of the pair on the stage.   
Vladimir and Estragon have been called tramps, old men, vaudevillian, and, as 
Beckett himself preferred, clowns.  As they begin the play, they appear to enter into a 
familiar routine, like that of clowns, who have practiced their acts—both physical and 
verbal, both sage and silly, seeking and earning the pity and the spite of an audience who 
views itself superior to them.  Like clowns, they express a victim-like stance, waiting 
interminably, (perhaps) against their will, for something that never arrives.  This 
impotent, victimized position translates easily into a metaphor for people living under 
oppression or imprisonment as they wait for a mysterious power whose strength is felt 
but not seen to release its grip. 
In terms of allegory, de la Parra’s Carlos and Sigmund are, unquestionably, 
allegorically grotesque caricatures of Marx and Freud, or, rather, Communism and 
Psychoanalysis, come to meet one another under literally “obscene” circumstances.  To 
find something similar in En attendant Godot, it seems that it might be possible to attach 
allegorical characteristics to Vladimir and Estragon—perhaps considering Vladimir to be 
“Wisdom” and Estragon to be “Folly” or something of the sort.  But, as explained earlier 
in this chapter, to imagine Beckett’s play thus is to give it meaning that was not intended.  
In contrast, de la Parra’s Carlos and Sigmund, as allegorical figures fixed to a specific 
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moment in a specific cultural history, their significance and obvious interpretation is as 
important for de la Parra’s play as Vladimir’s and Estragon’s refusal of meaning is for 
Beckett’s. 
As de la Parra’s play begins, the pair certainly embodies many parallel 
characteristics to Vladimir and Estragon.  First of all, they are two old men who 
encounter one another in an open space, outdoors.  However, their space is a real one, 
historically speaking—a park bench that must be recognizable, according to the stage 
notes: “Una especie de plazuela que se podría identificar con una calle del bario alto de 
Santiago de Chile.” (“A type of plaza that could be identified with a street in the upper 
barrio of Santiago, Chile.”).141  The specificity of this space—an absolute necessity in 
light of the playwright’s goal—in contrast with Beckett’s opening of En attendant Godot 
with its vague “Route à la campagne, avec arbre.  Soir,” (“Country road, with tree.  
Evening.”).142 is striking.  The street that de la Parra chooses as a setting is in some ways 
no less a no man’s land than Beckett’s—both represent a space beyond their control, and, 
significantly, Santiago itself, as a symbolic prison, potentially seems just as paradoxically 
closed as the open road in En attendant Godot. 
Carlos and Sigmund’s entrance on the set of La secreta obscenidad is a comic 
one—both are dressed as “exihibicionistas” (flashers), they dart onto the scene, trying to 
hide their bare feet from public view, and entering in the manner that one might imagine 
Marx and Freud, as caricatures of themselves, dressed in this suggestive way, openly 
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attempting to behave naturally, as if there is nothing unusual in their dress, and as if they 
intend to be where they are.  They sneak on stage, suggesting a fear of being discovered, 
trying to hide everything, but soon reveal all (literally—in terms of physicality—and in 
terms of their allegorical significance) to each other and their audience. 
In contrast, Beckett’s Vladimir and Estragon have nothing to hide, but they hide 
everything and thereby guard themselves in more mystery than they actually possess.  
They are what they are—two old men, clownish in their behavior, seeming to have all 
that they own in the world with them.  In their circumlocutions, they impart bits of 
wisdom, hints at biblical and philosophical discussions, but they remain both familiar (in 
their humanity) and distant (in their denial of meaning and allegorical possibilities) to 
their audience.  There is something both endearing and despairing in the way that they 
keep a meager supply of root vegetables—radishes, turnips and carrots—in their pockets 
to munch on, as well as in the way that they seem to need and care for one another.  
However, their audience is prevented from feeling overly sympathetic towards them, 
because with little warning, their moods turn, and they lash out and claim to reject one 
another.  Certainly, in spite of their indecisiveness, Vladimir and Estragon are a pair, they 
complement each other in a pleasing combination of similarities and differences.  De la 
Parra’s Freud and Marx, it turns out, complement one another as well, but not in the same 
way—they fit together in terms of their allegorical significance, whereas Vladimir and 
Estragon fit together because they have always been together. 
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SUBVERTED, SUBMERGED ALLEGORIES WITHIN ALLEGORIES 
The first layer of meaning and gesture of impotence in de la Parra’s play occurs in 
the opening scene, when Carlos and Sigmund, dressed as stereotypical, clownish TV 
representations of “flashers”—no pants/trench coat—inadvertently sit next to one another 
on the bench in the aforementioned plaza in Santiago.  The detail that further 
complicates, confounds and adds to the comedy (or obscenity) of the scene is that they 
are seated conspicuously outside of a girls’ high school, waiting.  No reason is given as to 
how or why they have both arrived, dressed identically, with the same lewd intention, but 
it seems that they recognize something similar in one another—yet they attempt, for some 
time, to conceal their identities.  Their immediate weakness is revealed in their 
vulnerability—they are physically vulnerable, as they are barely dressed, and they are 
mentally at a disadvantage, as they scarcely know how they came to be in this place. 
Again, here is a departure from En attendant Godot—at least on the surface—it seems 
that Carlos and Sigmund have arrived in this place with an intention and a purpose, as 
indicated by their dress and specific location, but, as it turns out, the intention still 
involves waiting for something that although promised, may not arrive. 
Carlos and Sigmund interview each other with suspicion, both inventing stories to 
explain their reasons for being there.  Soon, they admit the obvious—that they are both 
lying to each other, and they ask one another, in turn, why they are really there.  They 
accuse one another of having uncontrollable sexual urges, and their accusations render 
them ridiculous, revealing, rather than their sexual prowess, as they would have each 
other believe, their utter impotence.  The expression of impotence is immediately 
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fragmented in to many layers of symbolism—as allegorical figures representing two 
schools of knowledge and wisdom (Psychoanalysis and Communism), their grotesque 
and vulnerable condition as clownish flashers implies that these two symbols of Western 
wisdom and power have been rendered not only absurd but utterly benign.143 
Carlos and Sigmund, while they symbolize historical figures of intellectual power, 
put into question the importance and power of such figures as Freud and Marx through 
the comic and nonsensical nature of their banter.  In the context of Pinochet’s Chile in the 
1980s, this allegorical representation demonstrates that the intellectual and philosophical 
legacy of Freud and Marx has no symbolic power and is therefore rendered impotent.  De 
la Parra’s comic and literal treatment of Carlos’ and Sigmund’s physical qualities, with 
its clear allusion to Freud’s emphasis on the significance of the phallus as the ultimate 
symbol of power—further emphasizes the weakness of these two characters: 
Sigmund.  ¿Sabe?  Ahora que tengo la oportunidad de verlo de cuerpo  
   entero me doy cuenta que usted es un hombre robusto, sano, bien hecho,  
   apolíneo si me entiende... y se me despierta una curiosidad... Bueno,  
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   usted ya conoce el mío, así que yo me preguntaba de que cali... perdón,  
   de qué tamaño sería el suyo.144 
Sigmund.  Know what?  Now that I have the opportunity to see all of your body,  
   I’m realizing that you are a robust, healthy, well-built Adonis, if you get what I  
   mean, and I’m curious.  Well, you already know mine, so that now I’m  
   wondering what is the quali...excuse me, what size yours might be. 
By diverting the audience’s attention to Sigmund’s and Carlos’s vulgar humor, de 
la Parra neutralizes their significance in terms of historical allegory, but he does not 
remove it.  As scholar Ana Elena Puga suggests in her study of Griselda Gambaro’s use 
of allegory mentioned above, this choice to use historical figures adds to the layers of 
meaning.  Therefore, while Sigmund and Carlos are made non-threatening by their 
infantile games, those sensitive to the play will remark that, in the layer of meaning most 
hidden in this fragmented, abstract allegory, a tragic reality emerges: Freud and Marx, as 
major influences on Western thought and intellect, have been reduced to pathetic dirty 
old men, parodies and annihilators of their own wisdom. 
As Sigmund and Carlos banter, little by little their identity is revealed to each 
other.  This is another part of the comedy—the audience for whom de la Parra intended 
this play certainly knew instantly that Sigmund and Carlos are Freud and Marx, and thus, 
the playwright reassures the audience of its own knowledge, as if to let them in on a 
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private joke for the learned—and, symbolically giving them a boost over the iconic Freud 
and Marx.  Again, Beckett is not generous with his audience in this way, but here is 
where the purpose of Beckett’s writing and de la Parra’s writing diverge:  the strength 
(potency) of Beckett’s writing found its place, in part, in its intentional alienation of its 
audience, and the strength of de la Parra’s writing, at least in the dictatorial years in 
Chile, is found in the layers of meaning beneath the superficial symbolism (i.e. Carlos 
and Sigmund are more than absurd clowns, they are allegorical figures, as we will see, 
representative of the destruction of history and knowledge). 
PARANOIA 
As it becomes clear to Sigmund and Carlos that they are both intellectuals, 
coming from different and highly theoretical backgrounds, the sense of the improbability 
of their meeting (in present-day 1980s Chile) is heightened.  Their dialogue comes 
directly and almost pedantically from their respective schools of thought—and, again, in 
the ridiculous situation in which they find themselves, the application of their 
philosophies becomes a monstrous, but strangely humorous, undermining of Western 
thought: 
Carlos. Ah, ya veo, en un barrio residencial...Al señor le gustan las muchachitas  
   bien...  
Sigmund.  No es un prejuicio como usted quiere ponerlo...Es una   
   preferencia...un refinamiento...una fidelidad, eso es lo que es... 
Carlos.  Ah, sí, un refinamiento... 
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Sigmund. ¿Y por qué no?  ¿Acaso esta no es una pasión tan noble como el  
    amor más puro? 
Carlos. (En su tono irónico y despectivo) El amor, la típica banalidad del   
    petit bourgeois.145 
Carlos.  Oh, I get it, in a residential neighborhood...Señor likes little girls well... 
Sigmund.  It isn’t the prejudice that you’re making it out to be...it’s a preference, a  
   refinement...a loyalty, that’s what it is... 
Carlos.  Ah, yes, a refinement... 
Sigmund.  And why not?  Is there another passion more noble than the most pure  
   love? 
Carlos.  (In his ironic, disparaging tone.)  Love, the typical banality of the petit- 
   bourgeois. 
The two are slightly aggressive towards each other, childlike (another implication 
of powerlessness and weakness) in the way that they taunt one another and in the way 
that they act as though afraid to be caught.  They give the impression of being 
pathetically unaware of why or how they got to this place, and neither is willing to 
question first the how and why of their meeting there before they accuse the other one of 
unseemly behavior.  They continue in bawdy conversation, carrying on with the Freudian 
jokes, and revealing, beyond the coarseness of their exchange, paranoid fears of being 
overheard: 
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Sigmund. ¡No diga eso!...(Susurra alarmado)  Tienen micrófonos de largo  
   alcance...incluso es posible que nos estén observando...(Lo mira  
   asustado)...¿o acaso usted es de ellos?... 
Carlos.  ¿De quienes?... 146 
 Sigmund.  Don’t say that!...(Whispering alarmedly)  They have long-distance  
    microphones...including the fact that it’s possible that they are watching  
    us...(Looks at him suspiciously.)...or is it possible that you are one of them?... 
 Carlos.  One of whom?... 
In fact, when their paranoia sets in, they find again parallels with Vladimir and Estragon, 
who, in their mysterious situation show despair at the possibility of being forgotten or at 
having, perhaps, missed their chance with Godot, such as in the final moments of the play 
when the second (or first) boy comes (or returns) and Vladimir insists that the boy 
remember the next day that he had seen them, but, by the boy’s silence is denied any 
affirmation that he even exists: 
Vladimir.  ...Dis, tu es bien sûr de m’avoir vu, tu ne vas pas me dire  
   demain que tu ne m’as jamais vu? 
Silence.  Vladimir fait un soudain bond en avant, le garçon se sauve comme une  
flèche.147 
 Vladimir.  ...You’re sure you saw me, you won’t come and tell me to-morrow that  
    you never saw me! 
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 Silence.  Vladimir makes a sudden spring forward, the Boy avoids him and exit 
 running.148 
Interestingly, the paranoia exhibited in both of these plays in these two moments is 
related to having been heard and/or seen, but in the opposite sense.  Sigmund and Carlos 
fret over being discovered whereas Vladimir worries over not being discovered—and all 
four characters are equally powerless to either prevent or help their discovery.  In this 
moment in La secreta obscenidad de cada día, Sigmund raises Carlos’ attention to the fact 
that there are elements of their situation that are beyond of their control, and that their 
very words may endanger them.  The reference to an oppressive regime is hardly 
concealed in this moment, but, again, the levels of abstraction and allegory permitted the 
necessary neutralization for the successful reception of this play.  
WAITING WITH PURPOSE 
Sigmund’s and Carlos’s reasons for being where they are, dressed as they are, are 
ambiguous.  Because of the bizarre nature of their encounter, it appears that they exist in 
a limbo-like world of absurdity over which they have no control (like Vladimir and 
Estragon on their country road in the evening), but, there are moments when they assert 
their intentions, and as the play progresses, it becomes clearer that they are progressing 
towards a specific end, unlike Vladimir and Estragon who must continue to wait for 
Godot.  The comedy takes a turn in a more direct allusion to the political tension of de la 
Parra’s reality when Carlos reveals his intention is not to simply expose himself to young 
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girls, but to commit an act of terrorism:  “Me pienso quemar a lo bonzo.” (“I’m thinking 
of setting myself on fire.”).149  The idea of the allegorical figure of Communism setting 
himself on fire in an upper class neighborhood, outside of an all-girls’ high school, in 
Santiago implies such a palimpsest of symbolism that it undoes itself.  Its significance 
becomes absurd.  Sigmund’s dumbfounded and sarcastic reaction serves only to 
emphasize the ludicrousness of it: “¿A lo bonzo? Lo único que me faltaba, un fanático...” 
(“On fire?  That’s just what I need, a fanatic...”).150 
PROOF OF EXISTENCE 
At this moment, Sigmund begins an attempt at determining the reasons for their 
being there.  He begins to psychoanalyze himself, and Carlos mocks him, saying that he 
seems like a neurotic old maid (“La neurosis...Usted parece una vieja solterona...”151) 
with his excessive worrying, and attempts to reason with him using a Marxist-leaning 
vocabulary.  Sigmund, of course, responds from the Freudian perspective:   
Carlos. Claro que sí, es consecuencia clara del desarrollo social, de la sociedad en 
  que vivimos...  
Sigmund.  No me haga reír, lo que determina la presencia de la neurosis en el 
   individuo es la historia sexual de cada uno. 
Carlos.  De ninguna manera, se trata del desarrollo social.152 
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Carlos.  Of course, it is a clear consequence of social unrest, of the society in  
   which we live... 
Sigmund. Don’t make me laugh, that which determines the presence of neurosis  
   in the individual is the sexual history of each person. 
Carlos.  In any case, it comes from social unrest. 
From here, the pair engages in an argument over whether sexual or social history is of 
more importance concerning cases of neurosis.  Sigmund attempts to justify his 
perspective and to demonstrate his control over the situation by claiming primacy.  He 
announces that he has been sitting on this bench, dressed thus, on a regular basis, for the 
past ten years.  He proves it by showing Carlos his carved initials in the bench: “S.F. 
1974.”153  Sigmund takes a certain amount of control here, demonstrating not only his 
honesty, but also the fact that he exists, and a carved mark in a bench proves his place in 
history, and, perhaps also proves the validity of his presence in Santiago, even if he has 
become an “obscene” (grotesque) allegory of himself in the process.  Sigmund’s 
revelation of his signature in the bench is quickly obscured by the sound of an 
approaching car that sends both flashers into a fit of fear.154  Upon realizing that it was 
“just a woman” and not an official of some kind, they return to their childish one-
upmanship, comparing “sizes” and their history with their time on the bench. 
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 The need to demonstrate through physical proof, and through memory that one 
has existed in a place is not unfamiliar to Beckett—as Vladimir’s and Estragon’s 
discussion of their time spent in the Vaucluse demonstrates, and as does their struggle to 
remind each other of what happened the day before.  Their lack of shared memory is part 
of their gesture of impotence.  They look to find objects to prove that they were, and they 
do find them: Estragon’s shoes, which they find where he left them, Lucky’s hat that he 
left behind the day before, and the tree that stands, still, in the middle of the stage.  These 
objects are the only things that ground Vladimir and Estragon to a sense of reality that 
constantly slips from them and from their shared memory, as this comment from 
Estragon, after they have just rediscovered his shoes, demonstrates poignantly: 
 Estragon.  On trouve toujours quelque chose, hein, Didi, pour nous donner  
    l’impression d’exister? 
 Vladimir (impatiemment).  Mais oui, mais oui, on est des magiciens.155 
 Estragon.  We always find soemthing, eh Didi, to give us the impression we exist? 
 Vladimir (impatiently).  Yes yes, we’re magicians.156 
 As with Vladimir and Estragon, time, history, and reality are never certain in de la 
Parra’s play.  When another car drives by, Carlos points out that the man who was 
driving it was “el gordo” Evaristo Romero.  Upon pronouncing this name, Sigmund 
reacts with recognition, knowing well the story of Romero, the waiter from the restaurant 
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where they found “cadavers in the storage.”157  This remark only furthers the confusion 
of time and reality, because Evaristo Romero is a character from another play of de la 
Parra’s, 1978 play Lo crudo, lo cocido, y lo podrido.  This mise en abîme (the allusion to 
the play within the play) heightens the sense that Sigmund and Carlos are not the 
historically-real personas that they seem to be, and affirms that they are literary figures, 
caught in a text that represents some strange theatrical limbo where characters spend 
years doing nothing but engaging in pointless banter, with no control over their situation.   
 One question reoccurs throughout the first half of the play, reminding the 
audience of the pair’s tenuous grip on their situation—every now and then, they 
remember how they are dressed improbably alike in the same place at the same time, and 
the question is asked (in this instance Carlos of Sigmund): “¿Qué es lo que hace usted 
realmente aquí?”158  This, of course echoes En attendant Godot, as the refrain from 
Estragon and Vladimir that carries the play along:  
 Estragon.  Allons-nous-en. 
 Vladimir.  On ne peut pas. 
 Estragon.  Pourquoi? 
 Vladimir.  On attend Godot. 
 Estragon.  C’est vrai.159 
 Estragon.  Let’s go. 
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 Vladimir.  We can’t. 
 Estragon.  Why not? 
 Vladimir.  We’re waiting for Godot. 
 Estragon.  Ah!160 
After Carlos asks the above question one last time (in the above example), their mistrust 
of one another overwhelms the circumstance, and the banter, which to now had been 
mostly good-natured, turns into something that might occur in the absurd exchange 
between madmen.  They begin to read deeply into their own situation:  
Carlos. ¡Somos la conciencia de la opresión!  ¡La fuerza reprimida que   
   intenta una salida desesperada poniendo al desnudo!161 
Carlos.  We’re the conscience of oppression!  The repressed force that attempts a  
   desperate exit while baring itself! 
This last exclamation of Carlos touches dangerously on their allegorical reality: that they 
are a metaphor for the conscience of an oppressive, repressive government.  Sigmund 
quickly tells him to cut it out, and their conversation moves away from the discomfort 
they feel, from the implications that they are not who they seem to be. 
ATTENDRISSEMENT 
 Finally, Carlos convinces Sigmund to admit his identity, and, upon admitting that 
he is “actually” Freud, Carlos comically exclaims, as the stage notes indicate, “en el 
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éxtasis de un fan de Freud”: “¡Psicoanalíceme!” (“Psychoanalyze me!”).162  Sigmund 
humors him by responding only with questions, and Carlos makes remarkably apt jokes 
about the implications of Freud’s own diminutive “size” and the Freudian effects of such 
a reality on Freud himself, and accuses him of being a “petit-bourgeois” with equally 
petit-bourgeois ideals.  In this comic exchange, Freud finally realizes, through the 
psychoanalysis, that he is dealing with Karl Marx, and proclaims that if anyone was ever 
repressed, it was Marx, not Freud: 
Sigmund. ¡Mire, señor, si aquí hay un reprimido, ése es usted¡ 
Carlos. Já...Y usted que tanto habla de la libertad de los instintos, mire  
   nada más donde estamos ahora...163 
Sigmund.  Look, mister, if there is anyone repressed here, it’s you! 
Carlos.  Ja...And you who talks so much about the freedom of instinct, looking no  
   further than where we are now... 
De la Parra counts on his audience’s knowledge of Freud and Marx, and there is 
recognizable humor in this moment when Communism and Psychoanalysis point out 
their own ridiculousness.  However, shortly after this, like Vladimir and Estragon 
suddenly turning on one another, defensiveness between Carlos and Sigmund escalates, 
and a childish exchange of Freudian- and Marxian-influenced name-calling ensues.  Like 
children bickering on the playground, they tire of their insults and apologize, 
sentimentally engaging in a story-telling session, each sharing something of their life 
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experience.  A more absurd round of comic relief arrives when they seem to almost fall in 
love, as the stage notes remark: “Cuando parecen a punto de besarse cantan a coro un 
bolero romántico.” (“When they seem about to kiss, a choir starts singing a romantic 
ballad.”).164  The sound of a chorus singing a romantic song breaks the tension, disallows 
for any serious possibility of their romantic interest in one another, and sufficiently 
humiliates them.  They had found common ties to one another, but the ridiculous and 
mysterious music again highlights their lack of control over their circumstances.  Their 
impotence asserted once more in their inability to love one another romantically, they fall 
into a period of reminiscence, reminding one another of their great accomplishments in 
life.  
 In En attendant Godot, similar moments of attendrissement (of a different, less 
sarcastic tone) between Estragon and Vladimir occur—it is evident that they do love one 
another, perhaps like brothers, and they care tenderly for each other (mostly it is Vladimir 
who takes care of the less able Estragon), and, at the same time, they admit that they are a 
burden to themselves, repeating at times that perhaps they would be better off alone.  
This bittersweet care and rejection of one another can be seen at the beginning of Acte II, 
Estragon returns and Vladimir welcomes him warmly: 
 Vladimir.  Encore toi!  (Estragon s’arrête mais ne se lève pas la tête.   
 Vladimir va vers lui.)  Viens que je t’embrasse!165 
                                                
163 de la Parra 106-107. 
164 de la Parra 114. 
165 Samuel Beckett, En attendant Godot, 81. 
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 Vladimir.  You again!  (Estragon halts but does not raise his head.  Vladimir goes  
    towards him.)  Come here till I embrace you!166 
Estragon initially rejects Vladimir’s welcome—he has been mysteriously “beaten” in the 
night, and he responds in anguish, perhaps fear: 
 Estragon.  Ne me touche pas!  Ne me demande rien! Ne me dis rien!  Reste avec  
    moi! 
 Vladimir.  Est-ce que je t’ai jamais quitté?167 
 Estragon.  Don’t touch me!  Don’t question me!  Don’t speak to me!  Stay with  
    me! 
 Vladimir.  Did I ever leave you?168 
Estragon asks for nothing, wanting only for Vladimir to stay with him, and Vladimir 
affirms his faithfulness to Estragon, in this indication that he, in fact, has never left him. 
 After the moment of attendrissement between Carlos and Sigmund, their 
relationship begins to change.  The mystery of Sigmund’s and Carlos’s identities has 
been (somewhat) resolved—there is still nothing to prove that they are actually Marx and 
Freud and not two madmen in the middle of a city, happening to encounter each other in 
a state of strangely identical hallucinations—but the same old questions of how and why 
arise.  They are troubled by not knowing, by their unlikely circumstance, and, in this 
                                                
166 Samuel Beckett, A Samuel Beckett Reader:  I can’t go on, I’ll go on, 430. 
167 Samuel Beckett, En attendant Godot, 81. 
168 Samuel Beckett, A Samuel Beckett Reader:  I can’t go on, I’ll go on, 430-431. 
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moment, their powerlessness and the significance of their own absurdity overwhelm 
them.  It is their dismay at their situation that finally unites them: 
Carlos....Pero, ¿dónde deberíamos estar?  ¿Ah? ¿Dónde? 
Sigmund.  Bueno, yo creo...(Balbuceante, anodadado por el discurso  
   intenso de  Carlos) 
Carlos.  Deberíamos estar en los estrados, ¿no? Deberíamos estar en los  
   escenarios... En las universidades deberíamos estar. ¡En los parlamentos!  ¡Ahí  
   deberíamos estar!  ¡En los parlamentos!  Pero ¿dónde estamos?...¡Estamos aquí! 
   (Golpea el banco)  ¡En este banco!  ¡Aquí nos han empujado!... ¡No quite la     
   vista!  ¡Míreme!  ¡Mírese!...¡Nos han convertido en caricaturas!  ¡En seres  
   obscenos!  ¡Obscenos¡...¿Se da cuenta ahora por qué tenemos que hacerlo  
   juntos?...169 
 Carlos. ...But, where should we be?  Huh? Where? 
 Sigmund.  Well, I believe...(Stuttering, thrown off by Carlos’ intensity) 
 Carlos.  We should be on the bandstand, right?  We should be on stage...We   
    should be in the universities.  In the parliaments!  And here we are!  In the  
    parliaments!  But, where are we?...We’re here! (Striking the bench)  On this  
    bench!  Here’s where they stuck us!...Don’t lose sight!  Look at me!  Look at  
    yourself!...They’ve turned us into caricatures!  Into obscene beings!  Obscene!   
    Do you realize now why we will have to do it together?  
                                                
169 de la Parra 119. 
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Here, in Carlos’ panicked, emotional statement, lies de la Parra’s most daring political 
commentary.  Carlos and Sigmund, if they are indeed Freud and Marx, or as 
representational beings of the intellectual work of Freud and Marx, acknowledge that the 
present world has abandoned their work, that it has forgotten them, misunderstood them, 
or misinterpreted them, leaving them to be nothing but caricatures of their former selves.  
These two old, trench-coated exhibitionists discover for themselves that they have been 
disregarded, disrobed, perverted, and left to rot under lewd and inexplicable, shameful 
conditions.  No longer sad clowns, they become tragic human figures at the recognition 
of their own perversion. 
 As allegories of Communism and Psychoanalysis, this moment reveals that they 
also symbolize the perversion of intellectualism and wisdom, the rejection of history, and 
the embracing of ignorance.  Suddenly, the title of the text, as de la Parra intended it, 
becomes blindingly clear.   
 The “secret obscenity of each day,” then, is the quotidian life that one is obliged 
to lead under such a regime is obscene in what it disregards of human history, of 
literature, and of intellect.  Knowledge is left waiting, rotting, and suffering tragically 
under conditions beyond its control.  The two obscene beings on the bench are, again, a 
palimpsest of allegorical significance: not only are they Communism and Psychoanalysis, 
but also they are Knowledge, History, and Freedom rendered ugly, impotent, and absurd.  
Having reached the impossible point of no return—the reality of their existence and 
circumstance—the pair ends the play in a nightmarish stance.  Here, they leave behind 
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their affinities with the impotent Vladimir and Estragon who determine that continuing 
their wait is the only thing that they can do. 
FROM IMPOTENCE TO POTENTIAL ACTION 
 Here, aesthetic parallels with Beckett in terms of performance and theme 
dissipate.  De la Parra’s text explodes into its own comic, tragic, ambiguous nightmare. 
Carlos and Sigmund suddenly take action. Their powerlessness seems to fall to the 
wayside, as they transform suddenly from “exhibicionistas” to “terroristas.”  As 
grotesque terrorist-like figures, each with a comically-sized gun (Carlos wields “una 
magnum o una parabellum, grande y potente” and Sigmund carries “una revólver 
pequeño”), crying out as they lunge forward from their bench, and are caught in an 
almost cinematic gesture, “como estatuas,” in a moment of implicit and uncommitted 
violence (but against whom?) when the lights go out.170   
 In this final image, the layers of meaning continue to amass and yet the ambiguity 
does not exactly lessen—one metaphor leads to the next.  First of all, with the comic 
sizing of the guns, de la Parra indicates that Marxism should (or will, or has already) 
outweigh the power (potency) of Freudian thought.  On another level, de la Parra has 
thrown intellectualism out the window by transforming Freud and Marx into naked, 
weapon-bearing terrorists—motivated by anger, frustration and violence rather than 
caution, thought and wisdom.  But, finally, the underlying meaning (the abstracted 
allegory within the allegory) is that thought itself, through the medium of the play, has 
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become a grotesque and vulnerable weapon, prepared to combat the regime that attempts 
to oppress it.  
 Although for the first two-thirds of the play La secreta obscenidad de cada día 
appears to resemble En attendant Godot in many ways, at the end this departure from the 
Beckettian gesture of impotence that is not only surprising, but it shocks the play into 
potentiality—in fact, the end is one of suspense.  Vladimir and Estragon give no hope at 
the end that their wait will ever be complete.  In La secreta obscenidad de cada día, 
however, while Carlos and Sigmund have leapt up, and have taken up their weapons, 
their uprising is still only a stance not an action.  In some ways, they are as static as 
Vladimir and Estragon, since they are caught, frozen in the light.  But, the potential 
energy, in the presence of the weapons, in their sudden call to action, leads us to believe 
that something unthinkable, violent and reactionary is about to happen.  They leave the 
audience with several possible outcomes:  Do they terrorize the girls’ high school in a 
horrendous act of violence?  Do they turn on Santiago itself?  If they truly are monstrous 
allegorical figures symbolizing a certain body of knowledge, does their attack on a girls’ 
high school imply that knowledge will force its way back into education where it 
belongs? Do they uphold or kill hope at the end?  Or does their sudden pretense of power 
indicate that they will, by any means necessary, take back their dignity?  In fact, the 
ending—this final un-acted-upon stance—is the most ambiguous part of the play, and the 
potential for doing something and for doing nothing seems equally great. 
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Chapter 4:  Gestures of Impotence, Hope from Deepest Despair: Beckett 
and Kane 
DEVELOPMENT OF A GENRE 
 In contemporary British theater, Beckett’s plays find their legacy in Sarah Kane’s 
drama.  Like Koltès, Kane pushed the framework of Beckettian theater, and therefore the 
gesture of Beckettian impotence, to a new extreme.  The Beckettian gesture—translated 
into Kane’s words—achieves an entirely new plane of performance and literature.  Her 
characters, like Beckett’s, wait, entrapped in uncomfortable mental and physical spaces.  
Powerless, they exude misery, and express themselves solely through physical and verbal 
violence.  What distinguishes Kane from Beckett is that her plays are like hyperbolic 
versions of Beckett’s—En attendant Godot, Fin de partie, and Happy Days.  These three 
plays, of all of Beckett’s theater, profoundly marked Kane’s first play, Blasted.  As this 
chapter will show, Blasted is Beckett pressed to extremes on every level: visual, 
linguistic, physical, mental and emotional. 
 Like Beckett, Kane struggled personally with intense depression, and, while on 
the surface her plays seem to embody her depression, an analysis of them reveals more 
than the expression of somber sentiments—they contain an astonishing message of hope.  
As Aleks Sierz demonstrates in his study of British theater of the 1990s, In-Yer-Face 
Theatre, Kane did not see her work as depressing, and cites her as having said to him: 
“To create something beautiful about despair, or out of a feeling of despair, is for me the 
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most hopeful, life-affirming thing a person can do.”171 For her, her plays were the 
opposite of depression, expressing an underlying optimism, and as Aleks Sierz reveals, 
she used despair much like Beckett used depression—to have the reverse effect on her 
audience, to establish a creative process, and to find hope.  Her work, which relies 
heavily on the shock-value found in its extreme violence and language, created an 
enormous and well-documented media frenzy that, for Kane, only added to the 
“experiential” nature of her theater.  And, for Kane, “experiential” meant concentrated 
violence. 
 The threat of meaninglessness, depicted by the theatrical gesture of emptiness is 
surely the force that pushes Kane’s play to a point of violence.  While significant in its 
presence, emptiness gives no resistance, nothing to push against, nothing to influence.  In 
Kane’s work, the emptiness of the lives of the characters must be given context for the 
audience to hold onto, something to cling to, and in this case, the something is violence.  
Violence and pain conspicuously fill the spaces of her plays; Kane creates a feeling of 
overwhelming excess through blood and unimaginable physical horror, which 
demonstrate a need to feel alive in the face of vast emptiness.  Kane uses violence to 
shock feeling into the body with the incredibly physical violence of Blasted to the more 
inward-looking 4.48 Psychosis—her plays themselves are metaphorical cutting, similar to 
the self-abuse that described in 4.48 Psychosis: 
-...Why don’t you ask me why? 
                                                
171 Sierz 91. 
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    Why did I cut my arm? 
-Would you like to tell me? 
-Yes. 
-Then tell me. 
-ASK. 
 ME. 
 WHY. 
(A long silence) 
-Why did you cut your arm? 
-Because it feels fucking great.  Because it feels fucking amazing.172 
Creating pain, marking her body, marking the minds of her public with violence is a 
release of pain for the playwright, and the creation of a powerful feeling—a reminder of 
being, of existing as a living breathing body.173  For the voice in 4.48 Psychosis, 
controlled pain unifies both body and mind.174  Such self-mutilation could also be read as 
a kind of filling in of space, and where critical analysis of her work is concerned, the 
violence that at once affirms and emphasizes emptiness and absurdity is what the critics, 
the spectators, and readers of her work latch onto. 
                                                
172 Sarah Kane and David Greig, Complete Plays, Methuen Contemporary Dramatists. (London: Methuen 
Drama, 2001) 216-217. 
173 Sierz cites Kane as saying, with regard to the horror and violence in her plays: “Sometimes we have to 
descend into hell imaginatively in order to avoid going there in reality.” (Sierz 111). 
174 Graham Saunders writes in reference to this passage from 4.48 Psychosis: “While such behaviour may 
seem pathological, it is paradoxically shown to be at least a temporary way of connecting mind and body 
together.”  (Saunders 114). 
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Coming from Artaudian and Brechtian influences among others (in addition to the 
Beckettian ones), Kane sought to create a theater that subjected its audience to the 
characters’ experience as realistically as possible.  Form and text intertwine, and for this 
reason, Blasted begins with a recognizable theatrical form, but then fragments, and, 
textually and in performance, literally explodes in the audience’s face.  At its debut in 
1995 at the Royal Court Theatre in London, the horror represented in Blasted ironically 
received more attention than actual news, as Sierz points out “...her play got more 
coverage than the actual rape and murder of an adolescent girl...” Sierz cites Kane’s 
profound reaction to this fact:  “The thing that shocks me the most is that the media seem 
to have been more upset by the representation of violence than by violence itself.”175  The 
appalling images and violent language that fill Kane’s plays make her work unpalatable 
for many audiences, but Kane did not seek to provide a comfortable, entertaining night 
out for her public—her audiences were forced into thought and consciousness.   
As can be claimed for all of her five plays (Blasted, Phaedra’s Love, Cleansed, 
Crave, 4.48 Psychosis and Skin) Kane seizes power over language and the theater not by 
captivating her audience, but rather by holding her audience captive—the characters, the 
audience are held in place and subjected to one another in the brutality of her work.  The 
shock of Kane’s theater, its embracing of extremes, and its innovation in terms of form, 
led to a barrage of categorizations—each attempting to box in her work in order to 
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control it and make it more palatable.  In other words, labels sought to make her theater 
what it was not. 
A GENRE OF HER OWN 
 Sarah Kane wanted to belong to no movement, no categorization.  However, her 
extreme vision of theater shocked critics and audiences who, through their own need to 
control her, sought to categorize her under many headings: New Brutalism, Theater of 
Evisceration, and In-Yer-Face Theater among others.176  She wanted to be something 
new, and to be it on her own, influenced by the writers who came before her who she 
deeply admired such as Beckett, Harold Pinter and Edward Bond, but ultimately creating 
her own form of theater.177  Journalists, critics and scholars, driven by the nature of their 
professions, lit on the new thing that was Kane’s theater, much like Martin Esslin on 
Beckett et al, eagerly looking for connections, links and similarities between Kane and 
the other emerging playwrights of the time such as Mark Ravenhill, and American 
playwright Tracy Letts.  Kane’s work is often grouped even with the Sensation exhibition 
of the Charles Saatchi collection in London (beginning in 1997) that brought attention to 
such extreme artists as Damien Hirst, Ron Mueck and Rachel Whiteread.  Many of these 
artists created (and continue to create) extreme and shocking installations and art pieces 
such as entire animals (sharks, horses, sheep) preserved in formaldehyde and displayed 
behind Plexiglas containers, or an enormous, realistic fiberglass newborn baby that takes 
                                                
176 “This disaffected group of dramatists quickly came to be known under a series of different names by 
theatre and cultural critics in an effort to describe what were seen to be the preoccupations of their work: 
epithets included ‘the Britpack,’ ‘the New Brutalists’ and ‘the Theatre of Urban Ennui.’” (Saunders 5). 
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up the space of an entire gallery.  The media outcry and shock surrounding these artists’ 
work, while ultimately occurring on a more international scale, echoed the response seen 
in London to Kane’s work.  
 Kane’s plays were considered the leading edge of this new generation of British 
playwrights and artists, but Kane, like Beckett before her, rejected the notion that she was 
part of a movement.178  Certainly, what was occurring at the time was the result of a 
culmination of social, cultural, and global events that inspired these writers and artists.  
Theologian Dermot Cox who wrote The Triumph of Impotence: Job and the Tradition of 
the Absurd, while writing about the anxieties and preoccupations that came to the 
forefront with the so-called “Theater of the Absurd,” acknowledges the cycle of history 
and its effect on these types of culminations: 
 ...this reaction to the human condition, being a perennial preoccupation of the 
 intellectual, a stream of perception that flows through literary history, becomes 
 for certain periods the most appropriate mode of expression because it speaks to 
 the mind of an age.179 
 By “this reaction to the human condition,” Cox refers to the recognition that “experience 
contradicted itself” and that this contradiction results in the awareness of 
meaninglessness.  Certainly Kane’s need to wake her audiences up comes from her own 
                                                
177 Saunders 7. 
178 “These so-called writers of ‘smack and sodomy plays’ included Jez Butterworth, Nick Grosso, Joe 
Penhall, Rebecca Prichard and Mychael Wynne.”  (Saunders 4). 
179 Dermot Cox, The Triumph of Impotence : Job and the Tradition of the Absurd, Analecta Gregoriana ; 
V. 212 : Series Facultatis Theologiae, Sectio a ; N. 22. (Roma: Universit‡ gregoriana, 1978) 25. 
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encounter with the Absurd—the moment at which she felt the most powerless, and when 
writing Blasted was her only feasible means for dealing with this sense of impotence.  
Perhaps, like Beckett’s contemporaries in postwar France, there were similar feelings of 
anxiety, and a culture that somehow brought these writers in proximity to one another, 
but, again, like Beckett and his contemporaries, Kane wrote as an individual and was not 
part of any organized or creative movements.   But unlike many of her contemporaries, 
Kane was known for having certain classical sensibilities; she was at once concerned 
with the Aristotelian unities and with creating something that had not been seen before.  
She was intensely well read, and knew for certain, like Beckett knew that he had found 
something new in his “exploitation of impotence,” that her explosion of form on the stage 
all the while nodding to playwrights who preceded her, was indeed her own creation.180 
KANE’S THEATRICAL GESTURE OF IMPOTENCE 
For Kane at least, the gesture of impotence finds its expression in intense anxiety, 
in fears of being nearer to the end of life, or the end of the world, and in the sense of 
powerlessness that came from her awareness of political injustice and violence that have 
occurred and continue to occur worldwide.  Like Beckett, she initially felt helpless when 
faced with the atrocities of war.  Her plays became forceful, physical manifestations of 
control.  As with Beckett, impotence as a gesture created the opposite for the playwright.  
                                                
180 “Kane’s experiment in form was not a coolly premeditated idea.  It was forced on her by the need to 
turn two different plays into one.  Her later rationalization is that ‘war is confused and illogical, therefore it 
is wrong to use a form that is predictable’.”  Sierz 102.   
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It created power.  She also saw that, although the plays demonstrated despair, they 
represented a profound optimism:  
 Blasted really is a hopeful play because the characters do continue to 
 scrape a life out of the ruins...My play is only a shadowy representation of a 
 reality that’s far harder to stomach.  It’s easier to get upset about that 
 representation than about the reality because it’s easier to do something about a 
 play...181 
Thus, with Blasted, Kane insisted on the notion that no matter how intense her play was, 
it was still hopeful, and still representational and could not begin to approach the real 
horrors of war. 
 From Blasted (her first play), to her final play 4.48 Psychosis, the representation 
of emptiness and the sense of powerlessness become more and more extreme.  Kane’s 
plays embrace the paradoxical nature of Beckettian impotence, as well as his theatrical 
gesture of emptiness, pushing towards a constructed, artistic violence that had yet to be 
seen in theater before her.  A comprehensive look at both of these plays, 4.48 Psychosis 
and Blasted, her two extremes, will provide the necessary insight to fully understand the 
transformation of Kane’s own expression of paradoxical impotence in comparison with 
Beckett’s. 
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ANALYZING KANE: BEYOND BECKETT, BUT WITH BECKETT 
This textual analysis of Kane’s two most celebrated plays begins at the end of her 
work, and the end of her life, with 4.48 Psychosis.  The development of Kane’s theater 
after Blasted became more a departure from Beckett’s plays than an alliance with them in 
terms of style and subject matter, and yet, what is more significant is Kane’s adherence to 
the gestures of impotence and emptiness increase in prominence in her work.  The 
culmination of impotence and emptiness occurs in 4.48 Psychosis, and by this point, the 
text is her expression alone, much departed from Beckett.  One may still find parallels 
between Kane and Beckett, particularly in the moments of frenetic monologue, and in the 
kind of fugue-like moments of dialogue, but the text itself takes on a new kind of 
emptiness in its poem-like structure, in the blank spaces that accumulate, and in the 
plunge into madness that it reveals.   
The dramatic circumstance of Kane’s death in connection to her chosen subject 
matter in 4.48 Psychosis makes it impossible to entirely separate the two (the play and 
her suicide), although reading the latter as a is certainly to take a reductive approach.182  
To say that her work gained importance resulting from her suicide is overly simplistic, 
given the impact Blasted had on the London theater scene when she was only 23 years 
old.  But, it would be accurate to say that her suicide added a new level of interest for a 
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content and its themes.  For instance, if 4.48 Psychosis is to be seen exclusively in these terms, 
then the interpretation of suicide as an all encompassing theme could equally be applied to all 
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larger public because of the curiosity that it inspired, and, as it has been remarked, her 
absence now makes her powerless to speak out on her own behalf, on being able to speak 
out against certain labels since applied to her work.183   
Unfortunately or fortunately, Kane’s work, in critical commentary received both 
attention and acclaim as the result of her suicide in 1999.  In his article, “The Tragedy of 
History in Sarah Kane’s Blasted” Sean Carney comments on this phenomenon in the 
media coverage that resulted from Sarah Kane’s death:  
Kane’s brief body of work quickly received sober reevaluations on the part of 
previously hostile theatre critics, largely as a result of her suicide in February 
1999 at the age of twenty-eight. While Kane had always had supporters among 
theatre workers, including Edward Bond, who had appreciated the strength of her 
work from the outset, Blasted is now also praised as a major work of theatre by 
critics who were previously happy to mock the play and vilify its author.184 
While Kane created a stir for both the content and innovation of her work, much of the 
attention was driven by media scandal and a rabid, almost blindly angry criticism of her 
plays.  Clearly, this tone changed across the board after her death, and, since that time, 
                                                
Kane’s work, as without exception every one of the plays, and even her short film Skin, contain 
someone who either attempts or succeeds in taking their own life.  (Saunders 110). 
183 Sierz addresses one notion of Kane’s powerlessness that is the direct result of her suicide: “If, as 
Alvarez suggests, some people kill themselves to gain control and find calm, the irony is that Kane, who all 
her life struggled against being pigeonholed as a ‘woman writer’, is now powerless against being labeled a 
suicidal artist.”  (Aleks Sierz, "The Short Life of Sarah Kane," InYerFace-Theatre.com (2000), vol. 1). 
184  Sean Carney, "The Tragedy of History in Sarah Kane's Blasted," Theatre Survey 46.2 (2005) 275. 
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she has achieved a kind of sanctity and cult-like following that makes it even more 
difficult to separate the artist from her work.185 
After her death that the media-driven outrage created by her boundary-pushing 
drama slowed, and, as Carney’s comment above demonstrates, those who had been quick 
to criticize suddenly found value in her work, as if the sincerity (and shock) of her 
writing were measured and made genuine by her suicide.  Given this sudden burst in 
critical acclaim, one could say, that critical discussion of Kane’s work underwent a sea 
change after her suicide, that her literary celebrity, for better or for worse, increased by 
the fact of her suicide, and that, therefore, this act, while rendering her powerless to 
personally respond to criticism of her work, also became definitive of her own re-
appropriation of literary potency. 
4.48 PSYCHOSIS: INERTIA, STASIS, DESPAIR 
Kane’s 4.48 Psychosis, first produced shortly after her death by the Royal Court 
Theatre in London in 2000, continues to capture the attention of audiences today.  The 
most recent performance of note starred Isabelle Huppert in the French version: 4.48 
Psychose at BAM in Brooklyn in 2005.   As the end point of her œuvre, this particular 
play falls into line with Beckett’s later plays in that it is mostly monologue revealing the 
inner thoughts of a nameless character (but who lacks even a label like Beckett’s “A”, 
                                                
185 Many scholars have commented on the almost saint-like status that Kane has been granted in the theater 
world, resulting, no doubt, from the circumstances of her death. One such example: “Kane’s sainted status 
was enhanced by the endorsement of celebrities such as Harold Pinter...” Mary Luckhurst and Jane Moody, 
Theatre and Celebrity in Britain, 1660-2000 (Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire ; New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2005) 120. 
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“B,” or “Mouth”), with instances of intermittent dialogue made by unnamed respondents.  
Words overtake action, becoming bodies in themselves, having a more physical stage 
presence than the actors.  Kane creates a profound sense of impotence in the lead voice—
the words begging for release from intense mental suffering steeped in helplessness: “I 
beg you to release me from this madness that eats me/ like a sub-intentional death.”186  
The pleading tone—the speaker’s impotence— only increases as the play progresses. 
4.48 Psychosis reads like a poem, with a free verse, fragmented structure.  The 
voice of the play (which, in terms of intimacy rather than form recalls Beckett’s single-
voiced characters Not I or Eh Joe), subjects the audience to her most intimate pain.  Each 
segment of the play reveals the speaker’s private thoughts, bleak and secretive—at times 
crying out, or in hushed tones, and proclaiming helplessness. Similar to Beckett’s 
Vladimir and Estragon, the main voice at times sounds as though she might take action, 
and but then remains immobile.  Physical and mental anguish collide leaving the speaker, 
dumbly, “tongue out/thought stalled”, at a standstill: 
  tongue out 
   thought stalled 
 
 the piecemeal crumple of my mind 
 Where do I start? 
 Where do I stop? 
                                                
186 Kane 226. 
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 How do I start? 
 (As I mean to go on) 
 
 How do I stop? 
 How do I stop? 
 How do I stop? 
 How do I stop? 
 How do I stop?  A tab of pain 
 How do I stop?  Stabbing my lungs 
 How do I stop?  A tab of death 
 How do I stop?  Squeezing my heart187 
The rhythmic, repetitive momentum of this segment captures the moment of 
complete impotence on the part of the speaker.  The voice is perhaps a sedated resident of 
sanatorium—entirely powerless, unable to “start” and then unable to “stop”, completely 
conscious, functioning but not functioning.  Pain and awareness of mortality and 
approaching death are the only motivating forces—the repetition reads like a heart 
beating faster and faster out of fear.  Like Beckett’s dangling image of Vladimir and 
Estragon, “bras ballants”, unable to move forward or back, she remains, as she is.188 
As mentioned above, Kane’s autobiographical details intertwine with this play in 
a way that troubles scholars wanting to avoid reducing their reading the play as a suicide 
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note, but the fact of Kane’s death in its proximity to her writing this play render the two 
inseparable.  In keeping with the notion that the writer’s sense of impotence is a powerful 
motivator, as seen with the discussion of Beckett’s use of his own depression to motivate 
his writing, 4.48 Psychosis reveals its author’s motivations and tragic destiny, but also 
stands as a witness to the her personal strength.  In the introduction to Sarah Kane: 
Complete Plays, David Greig writes about the deep humanity of this play, the 
acknowledgement of a very real state of mental illness: 
4.48 Psychosis is a report from a region of the mind that most of us hope 
never to visit but from which many people cannot escape.  Those trapped there 
are normally rendered voiceless by their condition.  That the play was written 
whilst suffering from depression, which is a destructive rather than a creative 
condition, was an act of generosity by the author.  That the play is artistically 
successful is positively heroic...189 
In this passage, Greig makes of Kane a tragic heroine, one who, bound for an inescapable 
destiny, chooses to follow through with the awful task that must be completed, beyond 
her control but to which she is fated.  Greig puzzles over Kane’s depression as something 
“destructive”, and as something to be erased by pills and therapy.  Grieg’s wondering 
here seems to feed into the notion of Kane as a tragic heroine, and places her again in the 
status of idolized sainthood.  Historically, depression has been a creative force behind 
many artists’ work—neither Kane nor Beckett was the first to use their own depression 
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for inspirational purposes but certainly their own struggles were a significant factor in 
each of their writing.  Greig glorifies Kane’s act of writing as “generous,” but, truly, this 
sort of praise overlooks the fact that her writing served, for her personally, as a means of 
control.  Like Beckett, Kane found motivation, power and creativity in her darkness.   
4.48 Psychosis is undeniably part of an immense and painful personal effort to control 
her own suffering. 
The narrator (or perhaps three narrators) in this collage-like poem/dialogue turn as 
far self-ward as possible, to the point of collapse, or, rather, bleak decision:  “I have 
become so depressed by the fact of my mortality that I have decided to commit 
suicide.”190  Despite this proclamation, and while the play does appear to careen towards 
suicide, in the moments when it does not stand still, it is equally bent on a way out of 
suicide and on a desire for life.  The narrator demonstrates a profound longing for 
meaning, and the sense that meaning will forever elude her, as this moment of dialogue 
demonstrates: 
-There’s not a drug on earth that can make life meaningful. 
-You allow this state of desperate absurdity. 
Silence 
You allow it. 
Silence 
-I won’t be able to think.  I won’t be able to work. 
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-Nothing will interfere with your work like suicide.191 
This is a turning point in the play.  Here, the narrator acknowledges the doubt that 
meaning can be found, the realization that the speaker/thinker is in control (even if only 
intermittently) of her own desperation, and a consideration of what will be lost should 
suicide take place.  What is most significant, though, is the statement:  “You allow this 
state of desperate absurdity./  You allow it.”  Herein is a precise moment of the 
“Beckettian paradox”—the recognition of one’s own powerlessness and acknowledging 
at the same time the potential for control: “You allow it.”  She recognizes the absurd, the 
condition of absurdity, and she allows it to be a part of her existence, though it is the most 
painful moment, and though it causes her to consider suicide.  Also, she recognizes that 
drugs are only a way of hiding the truth of an ultimate and inevitable meaninglessness. 
 Throughout 4.48 Psychosis, passages, such as the above one, read like a kind of 
negotiation, and here, the argument taking place recognizes that while the pursuit of 
meaning is futile, what will be lost, should suicide be achieved, has personal significance: 
“I won’t be able to think.  I won’t be able to work.”  This proclamation of course finds 
harmony with Beckett’s narrator in The Unnamable:  “I can’t go on.”  And, as with 
Beckett’s narrator who, in spite of his personal torment resolves:  “I’ll go on,” Kane’s 
unnamed narrator concludes from her despair: 
 (A long silence) 
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 Okay, let’s do it, let’s do the drugs, let’s do the chemical lobotomy, let’s   
 shut down the higher functions of my brain and perhaps I’ll be a bit more   
 fucking capable of living. 
 
 Let’s do it. 192 
 Kane’s profound struggle with the human condition through the narrating voice in 4.48 
Psychosis finds its roots in the history of human struggle, in many philosophies, just as 
Beckett’s struggle with impotence while worded in a new way for his era, echoes 
previous encounters with the “absurdity” of existence.  In this play, Kane finds resonance 
with Kierkegaard’s despair in The Sickness Unto Death:  
If one might die of despair as one dies of a sickness, then the eternal in him, the 
self, must be capable of dying in the sense that the body dies of a sickness.  But 
this is an impossibility; the dying of despair transforms itself constantly into a 
living.  The despairing man cannot die...Yet despair is precisely self-consuming, 
but it is an impotent self-consumption which is not able to do what it wills; and 
this impotence is a new form of self-consumption, in which again, however the 
despairer is not able to do what he wills, namely, to consume himself.193 
The paradox that Kierkegaard proposes here is that “dying of despair” becomes a 
constant transformation “into a living.”  Similarly, by simultaneously claiming the 
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impossibility of going on, and then the resolution of going on, both Kane’s and Beckett’s 
narrators enact this paradoxical condition: that dying of depression somehow gives them, 
if not the desire to live, then the desire to not die.  Furthermore, like Kierkegaard’s 
“despairer,” consumed with himself, both Beckett’s and Kane’s narrators are consumed 
with themselves, looking ever inward, and yet unable—powerless—to achieve what it is 
they desire: to die.  With Kane, this paradox is made most poignant in the line: “I have no 
desire for death/no suicide ever had” 194—expressing at once the drive towards death and 
the desire for something else.  Kierkegaard’s “despairer” expresses an impotence in being 
unable to “do what it wills.”  Interestingly, through writing, both Kane and Beckett were 
conscious of their personal escape from despair and overwhelming impotence, (Beckett 
more successfully than Kane).  With regard to this concept, Becket made public his 
pursuit of “exploiting impotence” and as Kane herself said: “Sometimes we have to 
descend into hell imaginatively in order to avoid going there in reality.”195  For both Kane 
and Beckett, despair became poetic inspiration; depression became creativity, and the 
sense of impotence became authorial strength and innovation. 
 In distancing Kane the writer from the narrator in 4.48 Psychosis, there is an 
apparent, definitive sense of decline, or spiraling, towards the most profound despair 
imaginable.  In the following selection, while she speaks of another “her” as if of a lover, 
it echoes the above citation from The Sickness Unto Death in which the self cannot die of 
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despair though it wants to—because the despair both fragments the self and keeps it from 
doing what it desires.  The other “her” could plausibly the self torn between despair and 
death: 
In ten years time she’ll still be dead.  When I’m living with it, dealing with it, 
when a few days pass when I don’t even think of it, she’ll still be dead.  When I’m 
an old lady living on the street forgetting my name she’ll still be dead, she’ll still 
be dead, it’s just 
   fucking 
    over 
 
      and I must stand alone196   
In Kierkegaard’s terms, this narrator becomes so consumed with herself and its sorrow 
that it is rendered impotent and is left alone to face the absurd.  At the same time, the 
narrator’s voice fragments into two—there is now a “she” and an “I.”  With the 
fragmenting of the speaker’s self, and the impossibility of unification because part of her 
is dead and part of her lives, unable to die, another layer has been removed, bringing the 
voice closer absurdity. 
4.48 Psychosis does not end in suicide.  While the rhythm of words accelerates as 
the play moves forward, again like a racing heartbeat, and the voice grows more distant 
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from mental anguish and becomes more physical, saying that it inflicts pain on itself, not 
to die but to feel more alive: 
...dab flicker wring burn flicker dab flash dab float  
burn press burn flash flicker slash 
 
  beautiful pain 
   that says I exist197 
 
From this point, as the play progresses, it waivers, showing that there is a choice 
that she can make (unlike Beckett’s characters like Vladimir and Estragon who are 
always mysteriously bound to their situation rather than free to leave it).  The words pick 
up pace, the wavering becomes more frequent, between choosing life and choosing death.  
Then, in the blank white spaces of the text, a familiar, timely emptiness sets in, like a 
silent stage note, as if to say: “Pause here.”  The voice says:  “I have no desire for death” 
quickly followed by “no suicide ever had.”198  Finally, suicide is aborted.  Hope in life is 
reestablished, escape through death is aborted, but still the voice is not in control: “please 
open the curtains.”199  She asks for light, asks to remain conscious—most importantly, 
she asks someone for assistance.  In this last line, the character’s impotence is 
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reaffirmed—she must ask for release.  While determined to live, she ultimately does not 
have the power to bring the struggle to an end.  
BECKETT EXPLODED: FROM FIN DE PARTIE TO BLASTED 
Because of the nature of the critical commentary that surrounds Kane’s work, and 
because of her suicide, there is a tendency to read her plays less than objectively—there 
is a constant push and pull, an argument of extremes that continues to take place in 
scholarship regarding her plays today.  No analysis of her work is ever made without 
mention of her suicide (this analysis included), and no interpretation is ever made without 
consideration of the media’s profound influence on both the initial and recent reception 
of it.  Kane’s plays are permanently marked by the culmination of these two events (her 
suicide and the media outcry), and, certainly, the upsetting nature of her plays’ contents 
only continues to fuel these fires.200 
In scholarship and critical commentary, Kane’s works are discussed in 
superlatives, always as either along the lines of the oft-quoted lines from the first review 
by journalist Jack Tinker in The Daily Mail (whose reaction to the premier of Blasted has 
become part of the legend of Kane’s explosion onto the British theater scene, dashing to 
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the phones to entitle his review with the words “disgusting feast of filth”) or as being the 
product of a theatrical and intellectual genius, even a saint of sorts.201 In this analysis, an 
attempt is made to read Blasted in the way that Kane spoke of it—as a re-working of 
Beckettian texts and as her personal response to the current political crises of the time—
and does not seek to examine it in terms of its shock.  Instead, this analysis looks to the 
prominence of emptiness and impotence and their affinity and departure from Beckett’s 
similar themes.  Such a comparison finds validation from Kane herself: she spoke openly 
of the influence of Beckett on this play in particular, having said “I was steeped in 
Beckett so it’s not surprising that Blasted ends with an image of a man with his head 
poking out of the floor with the rain pouring through the ceiling onto his head.”202  
Blasted truly is Beckett taken to an extreme—in it the shadows of Vladimir and 
Estragon (Godot), Hamm and Clov (Fin de partie), and, ultimately Winnie (Happy Days), 
all make an appearance in the words and actions of Ian, Cate and the Soldier, becoming 
grotesque, hyperbolic versions of themselves (they were already grotesque reductions of 
humanity), removed from postwar France and transported to a late 1990s UK.  This 
analysis will show that, as seen with both Koltès and Beckett, Kane’s expression of 
impotence in Blasted actually does not embrace powerlessness, just as the gesture of 
emptiness on the stage is not a representation of nothing.  Rather, the opposite transpires, 
and, in both Blasted and Fin de partie, expressions of impotence and emptiness 
intertwine, becoming a defining quality of these texts (and thus their performances).  
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Kane’s personal description of her experience writing Blasted and of the 
influences that affected her at the time are revealing of her need to control something that 
was both distant and close to her at the same time.  Feeling somehow responsible by 
association for the atrocities witnessed on news reports, she found inspiration for the 
completion of this play in them: 
I switched on the television.  Srebrenica was under siege...Slowly it 
occurred to me that the play I was writing about was this.  It was about violence, 
about rape, and it was about these things happening between people who know 
each other and ostensibly love each other...I asked myself: ‘What could possibly 
be the connection between a common rape in a Leeds hotel room and what’s 
happening in Bosnia?’  And then suddenly this penny dropped and I thought ‘Of 
course, it’s obvious.  One is the seed and the other is the tree.’203 
Kane realized that her vision of her own culture, the absurd, empty violence that she 
wrote into the play taking place in a Leeds hotel room was part of a bigger whole—the 
media images of Srebrenica, the horror taking place there, to her were the complicated 
fruit of her own culture’s misdeeds not only towards the world but also towards itself. 
 With this text, Kane physically, intellectually and emotionally commands power 
over her own culture by writing the abhorrent scenes in Blasted, and then by ripping the 
structure of her own work wide open to display the world’s ugliness and the emptiness 
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behind her culture’s façade.  As explained by Sierz, she sought to give her audience a real 
sense of experiencing the world turning inside out because of war: 
 Kane’s experiment in form was not a coolly premeditated idea.  It was forced on 
 her by the need to turn two different plays into one.  Her later rationalization is 
 that ‘war is confused and illogical, therefore it is wrong to use a form that is 
 predictable.’204 
Kane deliberately used the form of her play to take control where she felt she had lost it, 
to show her audiences the truth of devastation for which, even though they may have 
been unaware, they were responsible in her view.  This sense of responsibility and the 
fact of war affected her writing of this play, and thus, historically she finds parallel with 
Beckett, in addition to her admission of being “steeped” in Beckett at the time of writing. 
Although Kane stated specifically that when writing Blasted, she was, in a sense, 
re-appropriating Shakespeare’s King Lear and Beckett’s En attendant Godot, when 
considering the setting of Blasted and the interactions between the characters Ian and 
Cate, and, later, Ian and the Solider, in a closer reading of the text for Beckettian 
influences, more parallels in terms of characters, structure, setting, and general 
preoccupations become apparent between Blasted and Fin de partie than between Blasted 
and any of Beckett’s other plays.  
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PARALLELS 
In terms of similarity, both Kane and Beckett threaten traditional lines of 
theatergoing and theater criticism, but the approaches that they both take, as well as the 
subject matters they broach do much more than threaten tradition.  Kane and Beckett both 
put into question human existence, purpose and meaning, and therefore have been seen as 
threatening forces with which to be reckoned.  This being said, the immediate vision of 
humanity provided by both Kane and Beckett, particularly in Blasted and in Fin de partie, 
is a bleak one.  However, a closer reading reveals a surprising hopefulness, particularly in 
Kane’s work, that distinguishes her from Beckett.  Beckett’s characters doggedly resolve 
to “go on,” perhaps simply to avoid not “going on,” whereas Kane’s actually reveal a 
sliver of hopefulness for the fate of humanity. 
Fin de partie has a familiarly Beckettian setting—dismal, gray, dim—but unlike 
En attendant Godot, it is enclosed in a single, desolate room with outfitted with only a 
few objects, marked by austerity and gloom.  This room is a plausible one.  It could be a 
real space, yet, from the start, it seems to be part of a strange, gray dream.   There is no 
name to the place.  Similarly, Blasted opens in an enclosed space, but a realistic one—
this is an upscale hotel room.  In contrast to Beckett, Kane, in the stage notes, makes this 
room at once real in its geographical specificity (“A very expensive hotel room in 
Leeds”) and yet, simultaneously it is made mundane in such a way as to negate its 
specificity (“—the kind that is so expensive it could be anywhere in the world.”).205  Both 
sets of characters in both plays emerge immediately as wholly dependent upon one 
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another and as utterly miserable in their relationships to each other.  Beckett’s Hamm, 
who is blind and cannot walk, and Clov, who is unable to sit and unable to leave their 
space (besides to exit briefly and return to and from the “kitchen”), carry on in their 
conversation as if in a metaphorical game of chess in Fin de partie.   Kane’s characters 
have ailments of their own: Ian is dying of lung cancer and Cate is horribly naïve and, as 
Kane herself said, stupid.206  Cate also has fainting fits that make her appear dead.  Ian 
and Cate can only deal with one another with violence, anger and fear in Blasted.  Hamm 
and Clov tolerate each other—theirs is a relationship of obligation, and they often snarl 
bitterly at one another.  Each pair knows themselves intimately—they have clearly been 
in one another’s lives or presence for years or some undeterminable length of time.  For 
the first scene of Blasted and the entirety of Fin de partie, both pairs are unable to 
separate themselves from one another, and they are equally unable to function alone. 
Given the interdependent nature of their relationships, further similarities are 
apparent between Hamm and Clov, Ian and Cate—their emotional vulnerability and 
sensitivity, their abuse of each other, their manipulation of one another, and the violence 
in which they react both verbally and physically.  In spite of the grim circumstances of 
both plays, an intermittent, base, humor emerges, as do their aggressive snarling, animal-
like reactions to one another.  In both plays, there is a preoccupation with sex, death, 
eating, defecation, and drugs and alcohol (all of these are more explicit in Blasted than in 
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Fin de partie).  Neither play represents an overt analysis of politics or political crisis, but 
both are manifestations of their authors’ strong reactions to crisis, which, at the time of 
their original performances, would have been evident to the audiences who were of the 
same culture and epoch.  
In these plays, Kane and Beckett give hypothetical scenarios for what human 
beings may become under the pressures imposed upon them by their milieu.  In fact, their 
setting seems to be the thing that is most out of their control, the object that emphasizes 
their impotence and that embodies the emptiness of their existence—the environment is 
what both imprisons them and keeps them powerless.  In their prisons in both plays, the 
characters waver between an instinct for death and an instinct for survival—the survival 
instinct comes across more forcefully in Kane’s play, and, in Beckett’s, it is represented 
simply by continuation and carrying on. 
DIFFERENCE 
The cell-like space of Fin de partie and the strangely flat characters, Hamm and 
Clov possess a dreamlike, unreal quality.  While Hamm and Clov are recognizably 
human, their personalities hide under a layer of monotony, but from time to time they 
emit tragic, explosive sentiments.  They are reduced human beings, unable to fully 
become individuals, unable to fully relate to one another.  Kane’s characters are more 
distinctly human—theirs is a “realist” world initially —Ian is a journalist, Cate aspires to 
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work at an ad agency.  But, as their milieu is exploded into a surreal nightmare of war, 
they rapidly reduce to unconscious reactions, survival instincts and animalistic behavior.  
While parallels may be made between these two pairs of characters, Ian and Cate have 
distinguishing speech and thought patterns that give them distinct character traits and 
elevate them above the character-type personages found in Beckett’s play.   
Ian and Cate, unlike Hamm and Clov, have an established relationship that was at 
one time amorous (though certainly abusive).  Also unlike Hamm and Clov, Ian and Cate 
are clearly in this particular situation for the first time and not repeating a practiced 
routine.  With Hamm and Clov, although the play ends and begins, their “game” seems to 
have been going on before the start and will (perhaps) continue long after.  Beckett’s title 
suggests that Hamm and Clov are at the end of their game of metaphorical chess, and, 
given the metaphor, as game pieces they do not change, they do not grow, and they do 
not learn.  The sense is that the pieces will be put right and the game will recommence 
after the last page—but Cate and Ian, with their setting exploded, cannot go back to the 
beginning.  In a way, they adapt, learn, and become something new by the end of the 
play, wherein lies Kane’s surprising and obscure, optimism. 
CLASSICAL SENSIBILITIES 
Clearly, the playwrights of Fin de partie and Blasted are aware of classical 
theatrical unities.  But, while Beckett’s play is not overtly divided into labeled acts and 
corresponding scenes (there are definite pauses and slight progressions in the text that 
indicate this awareness) this particular play (unlike some of his later work) does not 
innovate or reinvent the form of the traditional stage play.  It maintains a twentieth-
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century vision of the classical unities of time, place and action.  Kane is much more 
dramatic, giving the audience a seemingly realistic opening and blowing the form of the 
play up in the middle, leaving the audience dangling in horror, shock and suspense not 
only from the events they have witnessed, but also from the extreme nature of the play’s 
form.  Kane leaves her audience no choice—they cannot sit numbly as the play 
progresses, unlike Beckett’s play that, in comparison, proceeds quietly, methodically and 
with distinct determination in its evasion of clear answers to the questions it poses.  Both 
plays are marked by emotional tensions, but Beckett’s play denies release of these 
tensions, the emotions of Clov and Hamm cyclically waxing and waning, whereas Kane’s 
unleashes all emotion furiously on the audience in a kind of reverse catharsis—not for the 
audience to experience, but for the playwright. 
KANE’S NEW FORM 
Fin de partie stays in its gray, hazy limbo-space that avoids settling on either 
dreaming or waking.  Blasted parallels Fin de partie for a time at the outset, but in 
contrast, Kane’s explosion of text and form by the second act forces her audience into 
consciousness.  Kane’s blasting of the setting is a literal explosion of traditional forms, 
and this explosion, at least in the first performances of Blasted at the Royal Court Theatre 
in London, blurred the lines between reality and theater for her audience.  As the media 
outcry that followed the first run of Blasted proved, Kane successfully created an 
example of an Artaudian Theater of Cruelty—one that moved her audience to react 
publicly, and as she herself marveled, to be more outraged by the violence of her play 
than by real violence in the real world. 
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Thus, Blasted succeeded in engaging in a surprising theatrical hyperreal.207  To 
her own surprise (and dismay) the immediacy, the intimacy, the proximity of the images 
and language to which Kane subjected her audiences became more real to them than the 
actual war and the relationship of the UK to the international political crises she intended 
to comment upon.  Her intention of creating an experiential theater, effectively (although 
perhaps unwittingly) created a hyperreal production—the real (i.e. violence in the real 
world) was overlooked in favor of the simulated (i.e. the violence in her play) in terms of 
importance in the media’s reaction.  The audience took personal offense to the visual and 
verbal assault of Blasted at its debut, and this resulted directly in the rabid response of the 
media that chased after Kane’s plays.  Her simulations of war, sex and violence on the 
stage dominated the tabloids, and, as Kane marveled in horror, the reports of actual 
atrocities went overlooked.  Once the play became media controversy, the lines between 
real atrocities and representational ones blurred, Kane’s play achieved the hyperreal. 
THE GESTURE OF IMPOTENCE AND EMPTINESS 
Beyond the plot parallels between these two plays, and in spite of the striking 
differences between them in their second “acts” (halves), Kane’s and Beckett’s portrayals 
of impotence and emptiness through concrete, visual, theatrical gestures also parts ways 
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in their second halves.  Where Hamm and Clov begin and end on the same level, on a flat 
line that neither rises nor falls at any point, Ian and Cate do learn and do adapt—and 
while they are impotent in the face of war that suddenly explodes their hotel room, and 
powerless to stop or assuage their own human pain, they regain a kind of humanity (or 
learn it, since they did not really demonstrate it in the beginning), ultimately achieving a 
dignity that Hamm and Clov never approach. 
For the authors themselves, Beckett took back his own power in the control of the 
words, in controlling Hamm and Clov and their inability to either progress or regress, 
and, perhaps, personally he found a brief moment of control over his own depression in 
the writing of the play.  For Kane, the act of making war on the stage, of hyperreally 
turning the theater into a blunt and explosive weapon against her audience is the ultimate 
act of power seizing and control. 
GESTURES OF EMPTINESS AND IMPOTENCE INTERTWINED: FIN DE PARTIE 
Immobility is the name of the game in Beckett’s Fin de partie.  From the start, 
Clov’s skittering around the cell-like room (looking left, looking right, getting the ladder, 
moving the ladder, laughing briefly etc.), as indicated by the stage notes, serves only to 
instigate the sense that some sort of routine is taking place, and that these two characters 
are trapped, unable to escape.208  During the interminable opening moments an audience 
might hold their breath, waiting to see who will utter the first phrase, or, make the first 
move.  The first utterance, made by Clov (beyond his “rire bref” of the opening 
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moments) is, at its essence, one of surrender and uncertainty.  Clov admits defeat: “Fini, 
c’est fini, ça va finir, ça va peut-être finir.  (Un temps.)  Les grains s’ajoutent aux grains, 
un à un, et un jour, soudain, c’est un tas, un petit tas, l’impossible tas.”209  (“Finished, it’s 
finished, nearly finished, it must be nearly finished. (Pause.)  Grain upon grain, one by 
one, and one day, suddenly, there’s a heap, a little heap, the impossible heap.”).210  
“Grains,” for Clov, metaphorically, represent a force in life against which he is powerless 
to fight or overcome.  Clov’s opening line echoes Camus’ encounter with the Absurd in 
Le Mythe de Sisyphe, when “suddenly” he becomes aware of the meaninglessness of his 
routine and is faced with a decision.  However, he, Clov, denies having the power to 
actually make a decision—something as tiny as a seed has accumulated to an “impossible 
heap”, and less powerful than Sisyphus to roll his burdens up a hillside, Clov freezes 
before the heaviness in front of him: “Il reste un moment immobile.” 211 (“He remains a 
moment motionless.”).212  Having opened with such a striking lack of drive, the play 
progresses, or, more accurately, continues on, affirming the characters’ physical and 
mental “impuissance.”   
The two, Hamm and Clov, banter onward, at times understanding each other, at 
times with rising frustration, and insisting on the banality of their routine.  If a moment of 
hope appears it is quickly dashed by a reminder that this is a world of endless repetition, 
as seen with Clov’s statement: “Toute la vie les mêmes questions, les mêmes réponses.” 
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213 (“All life long the same questions, the same answers.”).214  The audience, and the 
reader soon sense that they have joined Hamm and Clov in the middle of something (their 
routine)—the story of this exact routine began before the narrative of the play, and that 
Hamm and Clov have done and said these exact same things before.  Because this 
particular day of their routine is being recorded in the form of the play, it is tempting to 
think that this day is Hamm’s and Clov’s moment of crisis, the culmination of their 
(tragic?) routine coming to a halt, the arrival of something new—change must surely be 
around the corner.   
Not only does it become more and more apparent that Hamm and Clov have 
reached the ultimate in immobility and stasis, but also, they exist in a literal void.  
Throughout the play, Hamm asks Clov what can be seen “outside”: 
Hamm....Quelle heure est-il? 
Clov.  La même que d’habitude. 
Hamm.  Tu as regardé? 
Clov.  Oui. 
Hamm.  Et alors? 
Clov.  Zéro.215 
Hamm...What time is it? 
Clov.  The same as usual. 
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Hamm.  Have you looked? 
Clov.  Yes. 
Hamm.  Well? 
Clov.  Zero.216 
For Hamm and Clov, time and space stand still, and Clov’s typical response to describe 
the scene outside his window is “Zéro.”  Many of their conversations focus on their 
inability to move and mix with the reality of their emptiness: 
 Clov.  Pourquoi me gardes-tu? 
 Hamm.  Il n’y a personne d’autre. 
 Clov.  Il n’y a pas d’autre place.217 
 Clov.  Why do you keep me? 
 Hamm.  There’s no one else. 
 Clov.  There’s nowhere else.218 
Clov, in asking why Hamm “keeps” him, ambiguously indicates that he is either a 
prisoner or a slave of Hamm’s and lacks freedom to go elsewhere.  Hamm’s response 
shows his powerlessness to do something about Clov, and finally, Clov’s reply 
emphasizes the literally abysmal circumstances.  Emptiness and impotence interlock, 
defining these two characters and the nature of their relationship to one another. 
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 Nothing changes for Hamm and Clov through the entire course of the play, except 
their aging bodies—and these change painfully in the face of “le vide.”  Clov remarks to 
Hamm that the world outside is changeless, and Hamm marvels that while nature itself 
has disappeared, and while their circumstances have not changed, their bodies have aged:  
“Mais nous respirons, nous changeons! Nous perdons nos cheveux, nos dents!  Notre 
fraîcheur!  Nos idéaux!”219  (“But we breathe, we change!  We lose our hair, our teeth!  
Our bloom!  Our ideals!”).220  Mortality is a threat, making their inability to change their 
situation and the void around them a constant and painful reminder of wasted time.  Also, 
their impotence is continually emphasized by their inability to separate from one another, 
and by Clov’s insistence on leaving, which he never does: 
 Clov.  Vous voulez donc tous que je vous quitte? 
 Hamm.  Bien sûr. 
 Clov.  Alors je vous quitterai. 
 Hamm.  Tu ne peux pas nous quitter. 
 Clov.  Alors je ne vous quitterai pas.221 
 Clov.  So you all want me to leave you? 
 Hamm.  Of course. 
 Clov.  Then I’ll leave you. 
 Hamm.  You can’t leave us. 
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 Clov.  Then I won’t leave you.222 
Not only does their seeming indecision capture their inert condition, but also Clov’s 
continued repetition that he is just about to leave throughout the rest of the play makes his 
statement meaningless, empty, and suggestive of his extreme lack of motivation or power 
to leave.  Even at the end, having said he was leaving, having behaved as though he had 
left, he stands, motionless, undetected by Hamm, on the stage. 
 Beckett’s vision of emptiness and powerlessness intertwine most poignantly in the 
characters of Nagg and Nell, Hamm’s mother and father, two pawn-like characters 
stuffed in trashcans, in even more dismal physical condition that Hamm and Clov.  Nagg 
and Nell, at the end of their time, still love each other, but are powerless to emerge from 
their respective trashcans to even embrace.  Their love is thwarted by their trashcan-
prisons—symbolic receptacles of emptiness and waste, the opposite of creativity hand 
hope.  Nagg and Nell, having become human refuse, allegorize Beckett’s vision of the 
human condition—bodies wasting away, the bodies themselves useless garbage with the 
onset of age.  Nell’s last moments once again place emptiness at the forefront.  Hamm 
has just demanded of Clov to “take out the garbage,” and as Clov approaches Nell, she 
both foresees and becomes emptiness: 
 Clov va au poubelles, s’arrête. 
 Nell.  Si blanc. 
 Hamm.  Quoi? Qu’est-ce qu’elle raconte? 
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 Clov se penche sur Nell, lui tâte le poignet. 
 Nell.  (bas, à Clov).  Déserte.223 
 Clov goes to the bins, halts. 
 Nell.  So white. 
 Hamm.  What?  What’s she blathering about? 
 Clov stoops, takes Nell’s hand, feels her pulse. 
 Nell. (to Clov).  Desert.224 
As Nell dies, she utters ambiguous expressions of emptiness.  “Déserte” is perhaps meant 
to be a command to Clov, telling him to leave her, but it implies of course the image of a 
desert, a vast empty space at the very least.  Clov is a little unsure, too, of what she 
means, but reads into it that she wants him to go “dans le désert,” as he explains it to 
Hamm. 
 Images of emptiness and impotence surface throughout the text—referenced in 
terms of fear, darkness, nothingness, immobility, aging and absence.  Fleeting moments 
when something else seems possible are consistently denied, such as near the end when 
Clov sees “someone” out the window.  In this vaguely comic scene, Clov tries to tell 
Hamm about this person, but this person, who, turns out to be a kid/brat (“môme”), 
embodies the denial of all their vague hopes: he is, first of all, not moving (“Immobile.”), 
and, secondly, staring at his navel.  In recognizing the child’s stillness and interminable 
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navel-gazing into the metaphorical abyss of the self, Hamm quickly discourages Clov 
from seeking to speak to him: 
 Hamm.  Il est peut-être mort. 
 Clov.  Je vais y aller.  (Il descend de l’escabeau, jette la lunette, va vers la  
    porte, s’arrête.) Je prends la gaffe. 
 Il cherche la gaffe, la ramasse, va vers la porte. 
 Hamm.  Pas la peine. 
 Clov s’arrête. 
 Clov.  Pas la peine?  Un procréateur en puissance? 
 Hamm.  S’il existe il viendra ici ou il mourra là.  Et s’il n’existe pas ce  
    n’est pas la peine.225 
 Clov.  (dismayed).  Looks like a small boy! 
 Hamm.  (sarcastic).  A small...boy! 
 Clov.  I’ll go see.  (He gets down, drops the telescope, goes towards door, turns.)  
    I’ll take the gaff. 
 He looks for the gaff, sees it, picks it up, hastens towards door. 
 Hamm.  No! 
 Clov halts. 
 Clov.  No?  A potential procreator? 
 Hamm.  If he exists, he’ll die there or he’ll come here.  And if he doesn’t...226 
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As the play winds to its end, Clov and Hamm end their “match” and Hamm, at least 
perceiving that he is alone, unaware that Clov has not left, takes on a final, theatrically 
significant gesture of emptiness and powerlessness, covering his blind eyes with his old 
handkerchief.   
GESTURES OF EMPTINESS AND IMPOTENCE INTERTWINED: COMPARISON TO 
BLASTED 
Blasted opens with a shock, Ian, the journalist, states, saying of the “expensive” 
Leeds hotel room: “I’ve shat in better places than this.”  It is a defensive ugly comment, 
immediately tarnishing the fragile façade of Kane’s opening scene.  Ian’s comment is an 
attempt to assert his power over a place that he likely cannot afford, and thus the play 
begins with his weakness.  Cate’s first move is remarkably less aggressive than Ian’s, but 
equally weak: “Lovely.”227  Her “Lovely” comes across as genuine, but naïve, 
demonstrating that she cannot see what the stage notes have shown—that this room is not 
unique, that it is a reproducible or already-reproduced setting, lacking the genuine quality 
that she bestows upon it.  Ian’s defensive nature, marked by ugliness, racial slurs, 
confrontational dialogue, stupidity and ignorance serves only to highlight his fear, which 
soon becomes apparent in their discussion of Cate’s fainting fits.  Cate, who faints when 
traumatized, passes out soon after they arrive at the hotel.  Ian is quite horrified, and her 
fainting reveals the root of his fears: 
Ian.  Thought you were dead. 
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Cate.  [I] Suppose that’s what it’s like. 
Ian.  Don’t do it again, fucking scared me. 
Cate.  Don’t know much about it, I just go.  Feels like I’m away for  
    minutes or months sometimes, then I come back just where I was. 
Ian.  It’s terrible. 
Cate.  I didn’t go far. 
Ian.  What if you didn’t come round? 
Cate.  Wouldn’t know.  I’d stay there. 
Ian.  Can’t stand it. 
Cate.  What? 
Ian.  Death.  Not being.228 
Beyond their unexplained circumstances and the strange quality of the hotel room, this is 
the first metaphysical encounter with emptiness expressed in the play, and Ian’s 
expression of fear underlines his sense of powerlessness.  Like Clov, who can climb up 
his ladder to peer out the window, Cate’s fainting permits her a glimpse of something else 
beyond the hotel room.  This is, perhaps, why Cate, in spite of her child-like character, 
does not have the same fear that Ian does.  She does not fret over the idea of “not being,” 
surely because she has a different sense and experience of time, and a different sense of 
what “being” is as a result of her fainting.  Cate’s matter-of-fact dealing with “not being” 
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stands in contrast to Ian’s—death is a subject that they return to, like Clov returns to the 
window, affirming to Hamm that, outside, there is “zéro,” nothing.   
Like Hamm and Clov, clambering around their cell and snapping at one another, 
there is something animal-like about the Ian and Cate—in the way that they consume 
food and consume each other, in the discussion of their bodily odors and in the recurring 
theme of territory-marking.  The animal-like quality of Ian’s character is heightened 
particularly by his instinctive marking of territory, both in the hotel room and through his 
possession of Cate’s body. He uses a brutal, sexual vocabulary that piles up around him 
meaninglessly, emphasizing both his underlying fear of death and the weakness of his 
body.  Repeatedly, Ian tries to have sex with Cate, and she refuses him.  His advances are 
only possible once she has had another of her fainting fits and he rapes her while she is 
unconscious, in an act that only serves to highlight his powerlessness. Gradually, the 
sexual talk that he uses moves to a violent, war-like language.   While far more explicit 
sexually, the cycles of Ian’s and Cate’s language on the subjects of life and death echo 
Hamm’s and Clov’s discussions of what they can and cannot do.  Cate and Ian discuss 
whether they could or could not shoot each other with Ian’s gun: 
Cate.  Shoot me, then.  Could you do that? 
Ian.  Cate. 
Cate.  Do you think it’s hard to shoot someone?...Could you shoot me? 
Ian.  Could you shoot me stop asking that could you shoot me you could  
   shoot me. 
 186 
Cate.  I don’t think so.229 
Ultimately, this passage confirms their inability to act, as does this strikingly similar 
passage between Hamm and Clov, discussing, vaguely their future and how Clov will or 
will not be able to get into the “buffet” to get some unnamed item: 
 Hamm.  Tu n’as qu’à nous achever.  (Un temps.)  Je te donne la  
    combinaison du buffet si tu jures de m’achever. 
 Clov.  Je ne pourrais pas t’achever. 
 Hamm.  Alors tu ne m’achèveras pas.230 
 Hamm.  Why don’t you finish us?  (Pause.)  I’ll give you the combination of the  
    cupboard if you promise to finish me. 
 Clov.  I couldn’t finish you. 
 Hamm.  Then you won’t finish me.231 
Here, Hamm expresses a will to die, or to be “finished” by Clov—perhaps the cupboard 
contains a weapon, a poison, a drug or some other means to achieve death.  Like Cate, 
Clov claims that he would be powerless to kill Hamm.  As this comparison shows, both 
plays have this push and pull, the constant affirming and ultimate denial of what can, 
could, should, or will be done.  For Hamm and Clov, the impotence persists, and nothing 
is done.  For Ian and Cate, the world changes, and thus they must change with it. 
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SCENE TWO: BEYOND BECKETT TO WHAT STRANGE HOPE 
Scene Two of Blasted marks Kane’s major transition, linguistically and in terms 
of plot, from Beckett’s influence to her new creation.  Initially, the conversation between 
Cate and Ian continues to cycle through a wide range of topics, each touched upon, none 
expanded: family, their relationship, what love is, violent acts of sexuality, physical 
violence, life and death, health and illness.  Before Ian rapes her, Cate begins to take on 
the violent language that Ian has displayed all along.  Her first act of violence takes place 
while he is in the bathroom: she rips the sleeves off of his leather jacket.  Soon after he 
rapes her, she, in turn, in the next instance, takes advantage of his fear.  This is where she 
begins to change, and where, in turn, the play takes its turn.  Ian has been a soldier, and 
shell-shocked, traumatized by some war experience, jumps to the floor when a car’s 
backfire explodes outside.  Cate takes control at this point, first ridiculing his fear with 
her laughter and then taking the opportunity to bite him while performing oral sex.  Here, 
their roles switch, and she becomes the sexual aggressor.  Ian becomes weaker, confusing 
fear, pain and pleasure.   
The beginning of the end for Cate and Ian, and the final link with Hamm and Clov 
arrives when Cate looks out the window and states simply: “Looks like there’s a war on.” 
Ian’s only, racially slurred reply is: “Turning into Wogland.  You coming to Leeds 
again?” 232  Like Hamm and Clov, who remark nothing, “Zero” outside the window, Cate 
and Ian seem even less impacted by the sudden outbreak of a war in Leeds than Hamm 
and Clov who are dismayed but not surprised by the empty gray world outside their 
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windows.233  Cate’s and Ian’s world becomes a timeless, surreal space after this point, 
she disappears into the bathroom, only to return much later in the play, and Ian’s 
nightmare with the Soldier (who puts Ian’s own ugliness, violent and vile behavior to 
shame) begins. 
Unlike Fin de partie, the plot line of Blasted has a definite trajectory towards an 
end, and the arrival of the Soldier is a key factor in the sudden crumbling of the play’s 
structure.  From here, Ian only continues to weaken, and to loose power.  The Soldier is 
truly an instinct-driven being.  He enters the scene, and immediately devours the food, 
and then announces that he smells the presence of a woman and of sex.  Ian denies Cate’s 
presence, but Soldier enters the bathroom anyway.  Strangely, Cate is not there—she has 
magically and inexplicably vanished.  Ian puzzles over this briefly, but soon must focus 
on his interaction with the Soldier.  If Ian seemed violent, ignorant and angry, the Soldier 
represents another extreme.  The play viscerally disintegrates in both form and content.  
With Cate’s disappearance and the advent of the Soldier, the crucial moment of the blast 
occurs.   
With a coup de théâtre never seen in Beckettian minimalism, the wall of the hotel 
explodes, and the reality of war becomes finally apparent to Ian.  Ian is the Soldier’s 
hostage.  Roles switch, and it is clear that Ian is to the Soldier as Cate was to Ian—the 
Soldier talks to Ian with a similar, violent language that Ian used with Cate, but more 
extreme.  Ian expresses confusion about this sudden war, what it is about, he doesn’t 
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know what the “sides” are or which one he belongs to.   When the Soldier asks Ian what 
his nationality is, and Ian replies that he is Welsh, the Soldier says: “What’s fucking 
Welsh, never heard of it,” revealing an ignorance to racial and cultural differences even 
greater than Ian’s.234   
Any sense of logical time, by this point, is gone.  The notion of day and night 
which existed with the arrival of Cate’s and Ian’s breakfasts in Scene One and the 
beginning of Scene Two has vanished.  Ian and the Soldier represent the cycles of war—
it turns out that Ian was once a soldier who committed atrocities, and the Soldier, who 
speaks of his own committing of atrocities, belies a moment of humanness that seems 
impossible, when he describes the acts of violence made against his own family by 
soldiers. He expresses his own feelings of dislike towards soldiers who killed his 
“girl.”235 He makes Ian admit to being just as monstrous, asking how he would act in the 
same situation, and, being forced to confront himself, Ian simply nods and describes how 
he would kill if ordered to do so: “Quickly.  Back of the head.  Bam.”236 
If it seems impossible for the language of the text to become more violent, Kane 
dismisses this possibility, and the Soldier’s language takes on a violent physicality that, 
even for Ian, is too vulgar, too disturbing:  “Enough,” he says, and “Stop.”237  The Soldier 
wants to discuss Ian’s journalism, which deals with gruesome, voyeuristic details of 
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murders and rapes, and it seems that his interest in Ian’s work becomes, in part, with the 
goal to re-create one of Ian’s horror stories with Ian as the victim.  At the Soldier’s hands, 
Ian is stripped of all dignity—he becomes, for the audience and reader, a sympathetic 
figure in comparison to the Soldier, suddenly the victim rather than the monstrous 
criminal.  Ian transforms into the epitome of powerlessness: the Soldier rapes Ian, sucks 
out his eyeballs, and then, preventing Ian from even beginning to be able to defend 
himself, shoots himself. 
Cate returns, seemingly from nowhere, with a starving baby in her arms.  Time is 
so incongruous that it seems that the war must have been going on for some time.  Ian 
seeks Cate’s kindness, but, asserting once more her own control, in an act that could be 
considered cruel, she removes and scatters the bullets from Ian’s gun, preventing him 
ending his own misery.  Ian’s body is battered—it was already diseased, but now he is 
starving, blinded and hurt.  Cate insists that he should live, insists on strength—she has 
shaken off all sign of weakness.  “It’s wrong to kill yourself,” she tells him.  Ian insists 
on the emptiness of believing in anything, on there being no reason to continue, on the 
absence of emptiness itself: “No God. No Father Christmas. No fairies. No Narnia.  No 
fucking nothing.”  Finally, he uses his blindness as a reason to die: 
Ian.  I can’t see. 
Cate.  My brother’s got blind friends.  You can’t give up. 
Ian.  Why not? 
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Cate.  It’s weak.238 
 Clearly, while Ian does everything he can to embrace his impotence, to wholly become 
impotence itself, Cate pulls in the other direction.  Cruelty was only briefly part of her 
nature at the beginning of Scene Two, when she took on Ian’s sexually aggressive 
behavior, but this animality has left her.  By this point in Scene 4, she takes on a baffling 
desire to survive, toughly encouraging Ian to pull through.239 
Cate has returned stronger—she doesn’t whimper, she doesn’t stammer anymore.  
Her experience of war goes unexplained—of her acquisition of the baby, she says only: 
“A woman gave me her baby.”240 After the baby dies, the language disintegrates further, 
becomes more staccato, Ian’s and Cate’s phrases only a few syllables at most, their 
interaction engaging only necessary, survival-driven communication.  In Scene Five, the 
final scene, Cate leaves once more, and Ian becomes a being driven only by physical, 
bodily functions: he masturbates, excretes, laughs, cries, eats the dead baby, and buries 
himself to the neck in the floorboards, becoming an exaggeration of Beckett’s Winnie in 
Happy Days.  Having buried himself, Ian dies.  Kane denies Ian even the power to die, as 
if to demonstrate that his will to die is actually too easy, too weak of an ending—he 
immediately comes back to life.  Death, then, too, is rendered impotent and insignificant.  
 Cate returns with food—it is evident that she has had to make some horrific 
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sacrifice of herself for this food, as she is bleeding between her legs.  In spite of the 
dismal, war-torn, nightmare that Blasted has become at this point, Cate has thrown off all 
notions of weakness.  She utters no complaints.  She feeds herself, and, in an ultimate act 
of kindness, she feeds Ian.  Even Ian redeems himself in the horror of it all saying simply 
to Cate: “Thank you.”241 With this moment of grace, in the pouring rain, the play ends. 
Kane’s play torments, it pulls, stretches, nauseates and explodes her audience’s 
sensibilities—and yet, in this final moment, she offers a hope that Beckett could not and 
would not offer even to himself.  Ian and Cate, through Cate’s strength and sacrifice, 
regain their humanity (or, perhaps, gain it for the first time).  Kane may have personally 
begun Blasted as a despairing, ugly, horrified reaction to crisis, to the real images of war 
she observed on the evening news, but, after blasting open the form and content of this 
play, she bares the true meaning behind it with Ian’s “Thank you.”  For those of us too 
shocked or squeamish to observe Kane’s play and to be open to it fully to the end, it is 
easy to dismiss her work as the media did, as a “feast of filth.”  But, in the end, she 
bestows upon the audience willing to endure the full length of the play with their eyes 
open a powerful and humbling optimism that is utterly surprising.  
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Chapter 5:  Alone in the Crowd: Soliloquy and Monologue as Gestures of 
Emptiness in Beckett’s Happy Days and Durang’s Laughing Wild 
EMPHASIZING EMPTINESS THROUGH MONOLOGUE: FROM HAPPY DAYS TO 
LAUGHING WILD 
 Christopher Durang ties his play Laughing Wild to Beckett not only by a direct 
allusion to one of Winnie’s lines in Beckett’s Happy Days (which is, in turn, a reference 
to line 79 from Thomas Gray’s 1753 poem “Ode on a Distant Prospect of Eton 
College”)242, but also in his use of monologue to emphasize the notion of emptiness, 
manifest in his characters’ existential grappling with loneliness, memory, and other 
emotional blank spaces in their lives.  Durang’s particular use of monologue, and the 
setting of his play—a blank stage which he describes as “...pretty much a limbo 
setting...”243—highlight this fact.  Like the other playwrights discussed in this 
dissertation, Durang takes Beckett’s innovation to a new place: the playwright’s 
suggested staging is, more blank than Beckett’s (there is nothing as specific as trees or 
hills, for example), the characters’ interactions and monologue/dialogue are more void of 
meaning (bordering more on nonsense than Beckett’s), and, by tracing its progression 
through a string of literary references that echo Beckett’s chain of allusions, the play 
plunges into a mise-en-abime—intentionally losing its inherent meaning and substance, 
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becoming traces within traces of texts that preceded it, and, in the end, fully embracing its 
state of blankness.    
  This chapter focuses on two elements: Durang’s public display of his own 
grappling with emptiness, and the Beckettian gesture of emptiness found in Durang’s 
characters “Woman” and “Man” in his play Laughing Wild.   A comparison particularly 
between the use of monologue by Beckett’s character, Winnie, and by her echo: the main 
character (“Woman”) from Durang’s play, serves to prove that Durang’s work, while 
different from Beckett particularly in terms of its durability, is a perpetuation of a 
Beckettian gesture of emptiness.   It further seeks to associate the use of monologue in 
these plays as being part of the ultimate gesture of emptiness in twentieth-century theater.  
As this comparison will show, while thematically these plays approach similar existential 
anxieties, their use of monologue is, in the end, quite different, and thus places Beckett 
and Durang in differing categories, historically speaking:  Beckett’s timelessness is 
affirmed whereas Durang’s is questionable. 
MONOLOGUE AND 20TH CENTURY ANXIETIES 
 Patrice Pavis’ definition of monologue, in his Dictionnaire du théâtre 
distinguishes between differing categories of monologue, and understanding these 
distinctions is crucial to a comparison of Beckett’s and Durang’s monologues.  Pavis 
remarks on the differences primarily between soliloquy, aside, and public address—each 
of these dealing with a different approach to an audience.  He emphasizes the use of the 
imagined “fourth wall” present in some types of monologue, explaining how this wall 
changes the way that the actors interact with the audience: for example, with the 
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imagined wall, there is no interaction; without it, the actor and audience exist in the same 
reality and may interact with one another.  It is the presence or absence of the fourth wall 
that creates the greatest distinction between Beckett’s use of monologue and Durang’s.   
In Pavis’ terms, Beckett’s monologues are examples of soliloquy, given the 
assumed fourth wall and the extremely internal “moral and psychological reflection”244 
that his characters exude.  In contrast, Durang’s monologues do not pretend to imagine a 
fourth wall, but instead rely heavily on its absence—on the sympathies and reactions of 
the audience.  Though Durang’s characters also convey an intensive internal reflection, 
his play clearly distinguishes itself as more of a public address than a soliloquy.   As a 
result, the experience of emptiness in Durang’s play is not necessarily as absolute as it is 
in Beckett’s—it seeks companionship and empathy with its audience, but then again, the 
anxieties associated with emptiness risk intensification with Durang’s method: an 
unsympathetic audience might choose not to interact with the characters at all, leaving 
them with a heightened neediness that could create an uncomfortable if not fully 
unsuccessful performance.   With Beckett, such an interaction is impossible—the 
audience is irrelevant to the action (or, inaction) of the play.  
Having distinguished between the types of monologue used, it can be claimed that 
while their approach to monologue is different, the themes expressed reflect deeply 
ingrained twentieth-century anxieties.  In his book Gestures of Healing: Anxiety and the 
Modern Novel, John J. Clayton analyzes the prominence of anxiety in twentieth-century 
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literature.  He considers a historical shift in the type of anxieties experienced by 
humankind at the onset of modernism, which he situates in the seventeenth century, 
explaining that it was in the seventeenth century that individualism was beginning to be 
more important than the need for community.  He emphasizes the fact that the dramatic 
shift in perspective from the collective (or community) to the individual triggered the 
onset of a new type of anxiety, and he defines this anxiety as it relates, specifically, to the 
“experience of emptiness:”   
What’s similar in the anxiety of modernist writers is the experience of being a 
 fragile or empty self in an empty world...The world is empty and the self, 
 mirrored there, is empty, is unreal.  Indeed, these two experiences are finally 
 one: an experience of spiritual emptiness.245 
The image that Clayton depicts here, of the individual isolated from everything socially, 
spiritually and physically, is a familiar one in 20th century theater, and it brings Beckett’s 
characters immediately to mind.  Durang, too, relies on the loneliness of his individual 
characters, and, as we will see, also on the spiritual void that increases their anxieties.  As 
further comparison will show, both Beckett and Durang fully embrace these anxieties as 
aesthetic inspiration, using them as the driving force that propels their plays forward.  
What Clayton notices in the modern novel becomes even more absolute in theater, even 
more real (because of the physicality of it).  This emptiness is intensified through 
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monologue: placing the empty, perhaps depressed or confused, lonely self, in the center 
of an empty stage where there is no hope of salvation, no affirmation of purpose 
accomplishes this.  Today, because of Beckett’s influence in particular, theater has not 
only been inundated by the monologue that achieves this aesthetic, it expects it. 
LONELY WITH DURANG: PERSONAL DESPAIR MADE PUBLIC 
 Unlike Beckett who sought privacy, Durang writes to connect personally with his 
audience.  Durang has been writing and directing plays since the 1980s, and was most 
recently cited in The New York Times for having put the “fun” back into 
“dysfunction.”246  He currently teaches in the graduate playwriting program at Julliard, 
and his plays continue to be produced and performed around the country.  Most recently, 
in the summer of 2008, two productions ran Off-Broadway: The Marriage of Bette and 
Boo and Beyond Therapy.  His work is generally characterized as being “absurdist,” and 
“darkly comic,” and reviews never neglect to mention that the plays occur in the 1980s, 
firmly locking them into the last twenty years of the millennium.  He himself explains, 
too, on his verbose personal website, that he often receives requests to update the 
references in his plays, as they were are too 1980s-specific for younger audiences to 
understand.247  Some of Durang’s most successful plays have included Baby with the 
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Bathwater, Laughing Wild, Betty’s Summer Vacation, and The Marriage of Bette and 
Boo to name a few. 
Durang openly admits (also on his website) to the influence of his own life (his 
difficult childhood, his personal struggles with depression) on the plots of these plays, 
and on their reoccurring grotesquely comic, nightmarish images—dead babies (Baby 
with the Bathwater), madwomen (Laughing Wild) and unhappy couples (The Marriage of 
Bette and Boo) abound.   His personal voice often dominates his theater—where personal 
anecdote and experience are concerned, he stands apart from any of the subtlety that 
defined the profoundly private Beckett.  Like his characters, Beckett maintained a kind of 
“fourth wall” with his public, much in the way that Durang generously leaves himself 
open to interaction with the public: his website even encourages fans and students alike to 
send him messages to which he may personally respond.  He eliminates any mystery, 
unlike the privacy shrouded Beckett, leaving no need to wonder what must have been 
thinking when he wrote a given phrase.  Durang leaves no ambiguity, and one senses that, 
like Winnie who fills up emptiness with chatter and an improbable optimism, perhaps 
Durang has filled some void of his own with his public personality and his own plays that 
echo and redefine Winnie’s chatter.   
 In the afterward to his collection of plays Baby With the Bathwater and Laughing 
Wild (in keeping with his tendency to publicly explain everything, with a witty, 
bittersweet and directly engaging tone), Durang reveals that his inclusion of the 
nonsensical elements comes from a kind of despair that is rooted in his personal 
encounters with emptiness—which is, in turn, his personal experience of loneliness and 
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despair.   He describes his thoughts on spiritualism, and the need to believe in something, 
but then reveals his own moment of confrontation with an empty, nagging sensation of 
loneliness, and a lack of spirituality that finds harmony with Clayton’s definition of 
twentieth-century anxieties mentioned above.  Durang writes:  
So, some days I’m a sort of semi-believer.  And then on other days, alas, I switch 
back to finding life an enormous, meaningless effort.  And on those days I try not 
to talk on the telephone, and I sit in a chair and meditate on Peggy Lee singing “Is 
That All There Is?”  And I wait for feelings of optimism to return.248  
What Durang describes (if a little tritely) is his moment of crisis, his depression from 
time to time that he must overcome.  He knows this is something that will overwhelm 
him here and there, and he accepts the momentary meaninglessness, almost soaking it up, 
before returning to his routine.  His self-analysis reveals something reminiscent of 
Beckett’s own crisis and choice to use his depression for inspiration. 
LOWERING THE FOURTH WALL: ME AT THE CENTER, EMPTINESS AT THE CORE 
Durang’s approach to emptiness, although it takes its inspiration from Beckett, 
opposes Beckett’s in that he fills in all possible blanks.  There is no mystery surrounding 
the origin and inspiration for the title of Laughing Wild as there is, for example with 
Waiting for Godot.  As his website and essays about his own work demonstrate, Durang 
treads close to the edge of a complete, off-putting solipsism—and such monologues, 
whether personal or performed, have become noticeably and uncomfortably trendy.  
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Journalist Jonathan Van Meter, in an article in the February 7th, 1999 issue of The New 
York Times, addresses this pervasive use of monologue in theater in his article: “Let’s 
Talk About Me:  Many Solo Shows Reveal Too Much About Someone You Don't Want 
to Know.”   He criticizes the overly personal nature of the monologue: “Lamentably,” he 
says, “many performance monologues today are like home pages come to life – too much 
information about people you wouldn’t necessarily want to know.” 249  As Van Meter’s 
complaint demonstrates, the popularity of the personal monologue is not equal to the 
development of thoughtfully written, or even interesting, theatrical performance.  Instead, 
such wordy exposés, such desperate calls for attention indicate a deeper problem—that 
meaning is evasive, and that personal satisfaction may only come from extreme quantities 
of attention. 
Van Meter provides further insight into this trend: he quotes Jim Nicola, the 
artistic director of the New York Theater Workshop, who explains this onslaught of 
monologues at the end of the twentieth century as: “a search for authenticity of 
experience.  A search for pure –purer—experience communicated.”250  This widespread 
“search for authenticity” indicates not only that there is a rampant discontentment with 
“inauthentic” experience, but also confirms that the same struggle that each of these 
playwrights has written about and struggled against (i.e. the anxieties associated with the 
need to mean something) is something that is explicitly connected to living here and now 
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(1980 to the present).  In other words, the popularity of the personal monologue indicates 
that existential angst does not belong to the rare individual but now, on a popular, mass 
level, is recognized as something that affects most of us.   
More often than not, the contemporary monologue comes across more as an 
almost infantile cry for attention rather than as belonging to a thoughtful pursuit for 
literary or artistic greatness.  Teetering on this edge, Christopher Durang’s play Laughing 
Wild, in its study of loneliness in the city, defines itself by a kind of limbo-like quality: it 
is neither a fully literary, timeless monologue nor a total, pop-culture inspired, solipsistic 
exposition of personal experience.  Durang’s plays, deeply steeped in references to pop 
culture while tossing about dead babies and other “absurd” images at every turn, depend 
on this popular understanding of what it means to peer into the void of existence for their 
success.  In order to understand Durang’s use of monologue as it relates to Beckett’s 
Happy Days, however, it will be necessary to look closer at Beckett’s innovation in the 
use of monologue. 
UNDERSTANDING BECKETT’S USE OF MONOLOGUE: ITS UNIQUENESS AND 
INFLUENCE 
 In terms of performance, Beckett’s unique use of monologue is one of his most 
important contributions to theater in the twentieth century.  Beckett’s newness can be 
seen especially in his endlessly self-ward gazing characters such as the anxious, 
panicking Mouth in Not I and the stupefied, lonely Joe in the television play Eh Joe, the 
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uncannily optimistic Winnie in Happy Days, not to mention his monologue-driven prose 
characters: Malone, Molloy and the “I” from First Love, for example, who, while 
intended to be read as prose, have all been successfully adapted into stage plays.251   
 In these texts, each of these lonely characters embodies the experience of 
profound, inescapable mental, emotional, temporal and physical isolation.  Removed 
from history, memory, and society, (in harmony with Clayton’s above definition of 
anxiety in the modern novel) they suffer and struggle only with their own thoughts and 
voices.  Through them, the soliloquy, with its fourth wall firmly in place, may be 
considered the epicenter of the Beckettian theatrical gesture of emptiness, and also, (as 
explained in Chapter Three of this dissertation) in his interview with Israel Shenker, an 
integral aspect of Beckett’s search to creatively exploit his personal experiences of 
depression and of impotence. 
Beckett’s monologues provide a thorough examination of the psyche of a single 
character’s inner turmoil with no hope for outside intervention or influence and with no 
expectation of such intervention or influence.  This gesture of emptiness is again 
emphasized by the bare or nearly-bare stage, and, more significantly, by the lack of 
dialogic respondents.  There is never an expectation that the audience will respond 
directly to the character, or that the character will respond to the audience.  They exist in 
different realms, separate from one another.  By denying the possibility of 
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communication with the audience, Beckett firmly fictionalizes not only the characters 
themselves, but also the environment in which they exist. This fictional space distant 
from reality then magnifies the characters’ emotions (both of joy and despair), loneliness 
and isolation.  This is seen clearly with each of the above-mentioned characters, but no 
more poignantly than with Winnie from Happy Days.  
HAPPY DAYS: FROM EMPTY TO EMPTIER 
In Beckett’s play, there are two characters, Winnie and Willie, and yet, for the 
most part, the play is a monologue: Winnie talks only to herself while Willie provides 
intermittent distraction and occasional conversation.  Maintaining classical theatrical 
sensibilities, Winnie’s soliloquy expects no response from the audience; both characters 
exist in a world apart from that of the theater.  Willie’s presence, for the most part, serves 
only to emphasize Winnie’s aloneness, as he seems blanker than she, unconcerned with 
the day-to-day, content (or at least driven) to sleep behind the hill, waiting to die, barely 
speaking, reacting to her calls to him only from time to time.  Happy Days opens into 
bleakness reminiscent of the setting En attendant Godot, but instead of a desolate country 
road and a lonely tree, the scene opens on an “open plain and sky” with a hill in the 
center, and with middle-aged Winnie, sleeping, and inexplicably stuck in the center of the 
hill.   
At the beginning of the play, Winnie begins what is obviously an interminable 
routine.  She awakens with the ringing of a mysterious bell, and prays.  She instructs 
herself, aloud, to begin her day, immediately asserting her utter isolation: “Begin, 
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Winnie. (Pause.)  Begin your day, Winnie.”252  Talking to herself, she rummages through 
her large black bag and launches into her routine:  brushing her teeth, checking them in 
her mirror, taking out her handkerchief, wiping her spectacles, etc.  She speaks to herself 
all the while in fragments, pausing every few words as if distracted.  She calls to her 
husband, Willie, who is hidden behind the hill, and she strikes him with her parasol to 
wake him up.   
Her bag continues to occupy her, every action feigns intense importance and yet 
asserts its absurdity—for example, improbably, she pulls out a handgun, kisses it and 
returns it to the bag with no explanation.  Then she takes out a bottle of medicine said to 
medicate “Loss of spirits...lack of keenness...want of appetite...”253 and drinks it all, 
proclaiming eagerly “Ah that’s better!” in quiet affirmation that all is not as happy as she 
says it is.  Each of her actions has a practiced, automatic quality, and they, in addition to 
her halting speech, emphasize her futility.   
The hill that contains her is a suffocating metaphor for a life utterly trapped in a 
useless routine and meaningless banter.  And, yet, she continues to assert with blind hope 
that this particular day will be a happy day: “Oh this is going to be another happy 
day!”254  Her prison of a hill confirms that the proclamation of happiness is an empty 
proclamation.   As if to further insist on the emptiness of it, she begins, as the stage notes 
remark with a “happy expression” that immediately and mechanically shuts off (“happy 
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expression off”) after the utterance.  Her blanked face following the comment serves only 
to assert the automaton nature of her existence. 
 Emptiness in Winnie’s experience is emphasized beyond the void of her 
surroundings and her meaningless routine, (that is to say, between bag-rummagings). 
Winnie struggles to fill time and to assert her happiness, but her surroundings, whether 
real or imagined, physically and metaphorically stand in the way of any possibility of her 
achieving sustained contentment.  The gun in her bag, for example, stands as a 
confirmation of her misery and the aloneness she feels.  The bag itself is her one source 
of entertainment, but it is limited, except for the gun, which for Winnie is a temptation to 
resist: 
 Winnie.  There is of course the bag.  (Looking at bag.)  The bag.  (Back front.)   
    Could I enumerate its contents?... 
    But something tells me, Do not overdo the bag, Winnie, let it help you...along,  
    when stuck, by all means, but cast your mind forward,  something tells me, cast  
    your mind forward, Winnie, to the time when words must fail—(she closes  
    eyes, pauses, opens eyes)—and do not overdo the bag.255 
Immediately after stating that she wants to keep going, and that she must draw out her 
use of the bag, she cannot stand the temptation of it and reaches in, pulling out the gun: 
“You again!...You’d think the weight of this thing would bring it down among the...last 
                                                
254 Samuel Beckett, Happy Days; a Play in Two Acts, 15. 
255 Samuel Beckett, Happy Days; a Play in Two Acts, 32. 
 206 
rounds. But no.  It doesn’t.  Ever uppermost...”256  The potential resolution that the gun 
offers her in suicide does not make her want to stop, but it stands as a stark reminder of 
the emptiness she is attempting to stave off.  She comments on how she would like to 
avoid it, but it keeps coming out of the bag first, as a fateful, deadly reminder and 
possibility for escape.  Winnie, however, chooses to go on for the words that are left to be 
said, for the poetry and songs she longs to remember, as she says, waiting until the time 
when “words must fail” to use the bag to escape such suffering. 
 Her memory loss, as well, In constantly talking to herself, in attempting to talk to 
Willie, she recites bits of the “classics” to herself—only in fragmentary, forgetful form, 
her memory full of blank spaces.  Words she once found beautiful have been effaced 
from her memory, leaving a void where only the memory of something beautiful lingers, 
its meaning and its completeness lost.  In her inability to recite the poems she once knew, 
she fusses over whether or not she will have enough words to last herself through the day, 
or through the time when Willie dies and she is utterly alone.  Her emotions turn on and 
off, as if with a switch, as if to waiver between robotic existence and her (past?) 
humanity.  She fills the blank time around her with this purposeful chatter that only 
emphasizes its lack of purpose.   
Winnie does not speak of her circumstances specifically—she appears unaware of 
her reality, of the devastating limbo where she is trapped, and yet she worries what it will 
be like to be alone in the “wilderness” when Willie is gone.  There is no explanation for 
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Winnie’s condition (buried waist-deep in the hill) nor why Willie is only capable of 
crawling around behind the hill and sleeping, emerging only in bits or for brief periods.  
When Willie makes his rare responses to her queries he does so only in monosyllables or 
to cite newspaper headlines.  When he does interact with her, Winnie announces again 
that it is, indeed, a happy day, but that she does not expect to be heard.  She continues to 
express a totally improbable optimism, one that only serves to intensify how alone she 
truly is.  Still, she hopes, and denies her nightmarish reality: 
Winnie.  Ah, yes, if only I could bear to be alone, I mean prattle away with not   
   a soul to hear...something of this is being heard, I am not merely talking to  
   myself, that is in the wilderness, a thing I could never bear to do—for any  
   length of time.257  
Here, she unwittingly defines her present, while appearing to believe that it will be her 
future, ironically doubting her ability to “bear” this type of circumstance that she is 
already currently enduring, showing that she is fully disconnected even from the void of 
the world in which she is currently entrapped (literally, buried up to her neck in a hill by 
the second act).  Her language, while seeking substance, while even proclaiming 
happiness, strangely magnifies the emptiness of her existence.  The repeated affirmation 
of an absent happiness is intensified by her apocalyptic and suffocating surroundings. 
Much has been made of Winnie’s partial recitations of literary greats—Durang’s 
reference to this in the title of his play is no exception—but it is the line that she cites 
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from Thomas Gray’s poem (the one that caught Durang’s attention) that defines Winnie, 
Willie, and their inexplicable circumstance.  Having just laughed together over a joke—
the proximity of the word “formication” (a disorder that creates the sensation that ants are 
crawling all over one’s skin) to “fornication,”258 Winnie’s bittersweet optimism finds its 
culmination, deepening both her folly and her sadness: 
Winnie. ...How can one better magnify the Almighty than by sniggering with him   
   at his little jokes, particularly the poorer ones? (Pause.)  I think you would back  
   me up there, Willie.  (Pause.)  Or were we perhaps diverted by two quite 
   different things?  (Pause.)  Oh well, what does it matter, that is what I always  
   say, so long as one...you know...what is that wonderful line...laughing  
   wild...something something laughing wild amid severest woe. (Pause.)259 
There is a familiar Beckettian push-and-pull here in the ambiguity of this moment; the 
tension here is between happiness and despair.  The moment of mirth that Winnie shares 
with Willie, which she takes as a shared moment is put into doubt when she realizes that 
Willie may have been laughing at something else (“Or were we perhaps diverted by two 
different things?”), but she dismisses this possibility, to say “what she always says,” thus 
defining her mental instability (the apt allusion to Gray’s “Moody Madness”), choosing 
to laugh wildly even when she is in her blackest moments.  The inability to either be truly 
happy, or fully despairing, immerses Winnie in a constant state of in-between-ness.  
Christopher Durang adopts this image of limbo in his play, the isolated figure, teetering 
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on the brink of sanity, full of despair, yet laughing in an attempt to escape (or control) the 
imminent void in front of her. Laughing Wild, takes on this allusion to Winnie’s 
experience of absurdity and uses monologue, as a gesture of emptiness, to connect his 
audience with his play.   
LAUGHING WILD 
 In a 2006 interview with Jonathan Kalb for an article commemorating the 100th 
anniversary of Beckett’s birthday, Christopher Durang openly explains Beckett’s 
influence on this play:  
My other use of Beckett, in the title of Laughing Wild, was more personal and 
was not parody. It came from my having had a very strong reaction to Happy 
Days, which I read in my freshman year at college...At some point [Winnie] sadly 
says, "One loses one's classics"—a line I quote in Baby with the Bathwater. But 
when she says, "What is that wonderful line . . . something something laughing 
wild amid severest woe," I just found that juxtaposition very funny: "wonderful 
line" and "something something." "Laughing wild amid severest woe" struck me 
as this powerful, powerful line, and when I was writing the woman's monologue 
in what grew to be called Laughing Wild, my character quotes it. But she says, 
"What's that line in Beckett?" 260 
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Christopher Durang’s nod to Beckett with the title of his play, and in the 
character’s forgetful mention of Beckett confirms his admiration of Beckett’s work, but it 
also separates him from Beckett.  He establishes himself as something new, as previously 
noted, primarily in the way that he makes use of monologue to create a gesture of 
emptiness that is completely different from Beckett’s.  While Beckettian themes are 
upheld, and even direct allusions to Beckett’s work are made within the text, Durang’s 
work asserts its ephemeral nature, due mostly to the fact that it relies on a specific kind of 
audience that exists in a specific moment in history.  His play looks to its audience for 
support, whereas Beckett’s exists as a separate entity from its audience. Christopher 
Durang’s play will demonstrate that the elimination of the fourth wall can also magnify a 
character’s loneliness and experience of emptiness by alienating them from a very real 
public. 
 Unlike Beckett, Durang eliminates the barrier between the audience and the 
different characters, and creates a monologue that is more of a conversation than a 
monologue—it seeks affirmation from the audience, imploring them to understand.  This 
almost desperate need to connect is seen at the beginning of Laughing Wild which opens 
with a woman, not buried to her waist in a sand hill like Winnie in Happy Days, but who 
reveals through her monologue that she feels buried in New York City in her loneliness, 
that she is literally lonely in a crowd—Winnie’s metaphoric prison, the hill (a metaphor 
for her almost total isolation and slow progression towards death) has been replaced by a 
less metaphorical vision of loneliness and isolation.  Durang’s character “Woman” does 
not parallel Winnie in her attitude, but she does parallel her in her loneliness, in her 
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anxieties and, mostly, in the way that she purposefully echoes Winnie’s speech, citing 
Winnie citing Thomas Gray. 
 Hearkening to a tradition of plays-within-plays, by citing Winnie without 
recognizing that Winnie is citing someone else, Durang’s Woman becomes an empty 
echo.  The original citation from Gray is doubly lost by the time it reaches Durang’s 
play—it has become “that line from Beckett,” but it was already nameless in Happy 
Days.  The only reason the audience knows that Winnie is citing someone else is because 
of the “something something” that Durang found so poignant.  She says: “What is that 
wonderful line?...laughing wild...something something...laughing wild amid severest 
woe.”261  In Laughing Wild, the Woman, after recounting to her audience a series of 
mishaps involving grocery-store frustrations and unfriendly cab drivers, thinks of 
Winnie: 
Woman.  So there I was lying on my back in the gutter, and this street musician 
came over to me and he asked me if I needed help, and I said, “No, but can 
you play ‘Melancholy baby’?” And I thought that was a pretty funny thing for 
me to say under the circumstances…And then he asked me if I wanted help to 
stand up or if I wanted to stay seated in the gutter, and I thought to myself, I 
don’t know the answer to this question.  And so I said, with a laugh, “ I don’t 
know the answer to that question, ask me another one, “ which I thought was 
kind of a funny remark in the circumstances, this crazy lady in the gutter after 
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she’s attacked someone at the tuna fish counter and been assaulted by a taxi 
driver, sort of gallant and witty in the midst of unspeakable woe.  What is that 
line from Beckett?  “Laughing wild amid severest woe.”  So then I said to him 
with another wry smile, “I am laughing wild amid severest woe.”  And he 
looked at me blankly, and I said, “I am laughing wild!” And since he didn’t 
seem to get it, I threw back my head, and I let out this enormous, frightening 
laugh I do at parties…262 
The echo of Woman citing Winnie citing someone else, as a theatrical gesture, magnifies 
Durang’s character’s insignificance in terms of art—as an allusion of an allusion, she 
becomes parasitical and even pathetic—an almost forced madness and forced despair.  
However, the element that elevates Woman from the abyss of being entirely pathetic is 
that she serves as a kind of bridge between Beckett’s text and the audience.  Describing 
her personal miseries, she reaches out to the audience for sympathy, addressing them 
directly with “you” and “you know.”  The opening line is an immediate engagement: “I 
want to talk to you about life.”263   She is unlike Winnie in the way that she does not try 
to prove that she is happy, rather she seeks to prove that she is as alone as Winnie.  
However, if Winnie’s hill is a metaphor for her isolation, the city, the nameless, un-
reactive crowd are Woman’s hill.  In spite of the population around her, she is buried to 
her neck in loneliness, laughing wild in the gutter. 
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 Woman’s loneliness finds potential release in stepping over the boundaries of 
fiction and reality and reaching out to her audience.  As the play progresses, the line 
between fiction and reality is continually blurred.  A fictitious character, Woman goes on 
to cite another fictitious character (Winnie), but, in doing so, she speaks directly to the 
audience (unlike Winnie who spoke directly to herself or to Willie).  She carries the tale 
of loneliness, and the impossible optimism of Winnie (and perhaps of the poet Thomas 
Gray) beyond the barrier of the fictional stage.  Thus, she has potentially transformed 
herself from a figure of loneliness to one who belongs to a kind of community of lonely 
people—the empathetic audience—even if this community is only a temporary one.  
Because of this direct engagement with the audience, in terms of subcategories of the 
monologue, Laughing Wild becomes a striking public address.264  Both the monologue of 
the character Woman and the character Man (in the second act) seek to engage the 
audience’s sympathy and emotional response.  By using this public address, the play 
subjects its audience to its whims, relying on their willingness to participate, risking 
further aloneness should they refuse.   Beckett is unconcerned with any personal 
interaction with the audience, but Durang requires it. 
The public address as a category of monologue treads on the fine line between an 
authentic expression of the character’s self and the monopolizing of an audience’s 
attention, simply for the sake of attention.  During the performance of a monologue, 
particularly with the deconstruction of the fourth wall and a direct engagement of the 
                                                
264 Pavis 41. 
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audience, the audience is literally captive.  When presented with a public address 
monologue, the audience will have nothing else to focus their attention on besides the 
solo performer uttering his or her monologue “at” them, thus the monologue that 
functions as public address gives an instantaneous power to the performer that dialogue 
does not.  This type of monologue establishes a direct connection with the audience that 
blurs the lines between the real and the performed. 
 After the Woman concludes her monologue in Laughing Wild, Act II, entitled 
“Seeking Wild” brings the character, “Man”, to the stage where he delivers his 
monologue.  Man, as it turns out, was the unwitting victim of Woman’s frustrations in her 
grocery-store catastrophe.  In Act I, Woman has already explained to the audience that 
out of pure frustration, perhaps reduced to something animal-like because of her own 
loneliness, she had knocked Man out cold in the aisle with a can of tuna fish because he 
was in her way and did not “sense” that he needed to move.  Man’s monologue begins 
with wondering about what kind of person would do such a thing and wondering why she 
was driven to do it.  In Man’s monologue, the fourth wall is again dropped, and new 
expectations with regard to the audience arise—expectations that add a new level of risk 
to the play’s success or failure.  Like a stand-up comic, Man must determine from the 
audience’s (unpredictable) reaction, how he will himself react.  In the stage notes, Durang 
provides an option for Man that depends on the audience’s reaction:  “If the audience 
laughs,” he writes, “he might smile with them.”265  Durang’s allowance for the 
                                                
265 Durang, Baby with the Bathwater and Laughing Wild, 111. 
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subjectivity of an audience’s reception acknowledges that his monologue is not as 
“mono” as it could be.   With the evaporation of the “fourth wall,” there is no safe 
distance between reality and fiction, and the neediness of a play’s characters could 
potentially trigger an irreparable disconnect between the character and the audience.  This 
choice to engage directly with the spectator does something that Beckett’s plays cannot 
do: it renders the anxieties that accompany a character’s isolation more personal for a 
contemporary audience, but it also creates the possibility for a brief, empathetic 
community to form. 
 In Laughing Wild, as the stage notes imply, Durang seeks a shared moment of 
catharsis with his audience, but he does not expect it to happen at every performance.  In 
Durang’s hands, the Beckettian monologue, transformed into a public address, becomes 
something that can be defined as at times kitschy, and as drawn to pop-culture in the way 
that it resembles stand-up comedy intermingled with a 1980s language of New-Age 
group therapy.  Unlike a comic routine or therapy, however, Durang’s play does not seek 
comforting resolve.  As the play progresses, the “limbo-like” setting overtakes the 
language, and by the end of the play, the reality of the Woman and Man has been 
transformed into a dreamland—now a fiction within a fiction, in the third act, entitled 
“Dreaming Wild.”  In this act, Man and Woman, in a dream-state, reenact their initial 
encounter at the grocery store (with the tuna fish) and the possible variations of what 
could have happened had one or the other of them behaved differently.  After five 
variations on this theme, each ending in more nightmarish results than the “real” incident, 
the play becomes more nonsensical.  For a while, Man and Woman give alternating, 
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shorter public addresses to the audience, further analyzing the situation, and then, 
ultimately end up in a nonsensical conversation with each other, the imagined barrier 
between them having disappeared.  The Woman’s fragile sanity is emphasized, and she 
returns to the audience, expressing hope for herself, again echoing Winnie, but with more 
distinct uncertainty: “I hope that I have more good days than bad days.  That I learn to 
say that this glass is half full, it is not half empty...I want to recapture the feeling of liking 
to be alive.”  After this, she and Man entreat the audience to meditate: 
 Man.  Everybody breathe.  In... 
 Woman.  And out...266 
From here, the play simply fades away into a dreamlike state of meditation, finishing 
with a kind of quiet resign, all anxieties quieted, though perhaps not resolved.  One is 
struck by the quiet acceptance with which this play ends—as if the audience and the 
characters have joined in together, faced their feelings of loneliness and purposelessness, 
and resolved to simply breathe. 
CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 
 Beyond simply the use of monologue, the emptiness and loneliness of both 
Durang’s Woman and Beckett’s Winnie are emphasized by the particular framing of the 
texts wherein the two women’s language becomes citations of citations—the play within 
the play—and not only are the original authors of the words lost in the muddled 
memories of these two characters, but the original contexts have evaporated, and the 
                                                
266 Durang, Baby with the Bathwater and Laughing Wild, 144. 
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fragmented poetry, voided of original meaning and authorship become bittersweet echoes 
of something once beautiful whose meaning has been lost. In both Durang’s Laughing 
Wild and in Beckett’s Happy Days, the characters are isolated by the physical bareness of 
the stage from society and the world.   
 The gesture of emptiness as we have seen it in previous chapters, becomes, for 
both Durang and Beckett, manifest in an intense loneliness that the bare stage 
emphasizes.  For both Beckett’s and Durang’s characters, this loneliness and emptiness 
stem from a reaction to contemporary anxieties—Winnie’s routine that she structures for 
herself, and the distraction that her bag offers her are not enough to give her purpose, 
whether she is actually buried in a hill or buried in a housewife’s life, waiting to die.  And 
Woman, in spite of being in New York, in spite of feeling fulfilled by the fullness that 
populated cities promise, cannot quell her devastating sense of loneliness and isolation.  
Furthermore, for Beckett’s Winnie, as for Durang’s Man and Woman (at least at the 
beginning of the play), their conditions of stasis stress their loneliness and highlight the 
fact that for these characters there is no progress, no hope, no potential creativity (only a 
remembrance of past creativity), and not even the certainty of death.   
 Clearly, Durang takes on Beckett’s emptiness at the onset of this play, but then, as 
has been seen both with de la Parra and Kane, there is something non-Beckettian that 
occurs at the end.  Although the end of Laughing Wild may seem kind of New Age-like 
and, thus, dated by the trends of the 1980s, it does not end as elliptically as Beckett’s play 
does, but, instead, with calm acceptance of the experience of emptiness in the urban 
environment that simply cannot be outrun.  Hope, here, is offered in the comfort of a 
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collective, calm acceptance of this emptiness.  With the audience’s willing participation, 
Woman and Man are no longer lonely in a crowd. 
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Conclusion 
BECKETT IN PERFORMANCE TODAY 
I have come to recognize, through the performances that I have seen over the past 
few years (primarily in Austin and New York) that the gestures of emptiness and 
impotence on the stage are not definitively “Beckettian”—they are often, more 
mundanely, cost-effective.  It takes more than a blank stage to create something powerful 
that deals directly with emptiness, and while I would like to say that profound work 
reflecting Beckett’s influence is ubiquitous, often times the Beckettian gestures of 
emptiness and impotence are used cheaply, giving an actor simply the opportunity to 
stand in the middle of the stage as a focal point, rather than creating a thoughtful 
exploration of human experience.  Many of the monologues that flood the Fringe festivals 
every year fall into this category.  And yet, as this dissertation has shown, in spite of the 
less interesting, less thoughtful productions, there are always a handful of plays that 
clearly had Beckett in mind and that continue to use his influence in meaningful ways—
demonstrating that they are the direct result of Beckett’s aesthetic and intellectual 
influence. 
I discovered the most recent example this past summer at the 2008 International 
Fringe Festival in New York.  The play, Secrets of Lamp Lit Blinds by Jason Williamson, 
relied on the blank space of the stage to expand and magnify the tormented mind of a 
man struggling against his personal voyeuristic addiction of peeping in people’s windows 
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at night.267  While the premise of the play was somewhat comic, the emptiness of the 
stage served to magnify the main character’s loneliness and inner turmoil.  The three 
other characters who accompanied him expressed themselves as his deluded and 
conflicting thoughts—nothing on the stage was solid, nothing in the experience being 
expressed proclaimed itself as occurring in any way other than within the space of this 
one character’s mind.  Without being a play modeled after Beckett’s style or subject 
matter, exactly, it still seems that this particular play recalled Beckett in the frenzy of the 
monologue, in the character’s powerlessness to control his own urges (i.e. peeping in 
windows), and in the multi-layered use of the emptiness of the stage (i.e. the emptiness as 
a magnifier for his loneliness, as a way to indicate a lack of reality, and as a symbolic 
recognition of the futility of his voyeuristic pursuits).  Surely, this brief production was 
not ignorant of Beckett’s influence, but if it was, it seems that it could not have occurred 
in such a mainstream setting (the Fringe, after all, is not very fringe-y) without Beckett 
first paving the way. 
Beyond the ever-present traces of Beckett that may be found in contemporary 
theater, there is still great interest in his work—in the past six months alone there have 
been multiple productions of his plays in New York alone: most recently, Rough for 
Theatre I (Fragment de Théâtre I) at the New York Theater Workshop, and Happy Days 
                                                
267 Jason Williamson, Secrets of Lamp Lit Blinds, dir. Michael Petranek, perf. Sean Hudock, Jono Mason, 
Kate Rogal,  and Keely Williams,  Walkerspace, New York, 16 Aug. 2008. 
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at the Brooklyn Academy of Music, both in January 2008.268  This summer, the Lincoln 
Center hosted a Beckett Festival, performed by the Gate Theatre of Dublin.  I attended 
one of the three plays (Beckett’s “I’ll Go On,” adapted into three acts from his Trilogy: 
Molloy, Malone Dies and The Unnamable), and this performance was striking, not only 
because of its intensity, but also because of the audience’s reaction to Beckett’s character 
and his words.269   
To start, before the curtain was raised, a recognizably Beckettian character, 
dressed in a shabby felt “greatcoat” with heavy pockets (which I incorrectly imagined to 
be filled with turnips and carrots, finding out later that they were heavy with Molloy’s 
celebrated sucking stones), shuffled onto the stage and leered warily at the audience.  
Right off, the audience burst into ripples of knowing chuckles.  The audience’s reaction 
was not due to the character’s particularly comic entrance; it was more a response to the 
fact that he resembled any number of Beckett’s miserable personages (Gogo? Molloy?  
Didi? A and B from Fragment de théâtre?), and there was an affectionate familiarity in all 
of our recognition of him.  Thus, his entrance was met with fond and strangely unnerving 
giggles.    
                                                
268 Mikhail Baryshnikov, perf., Rough for Theatre I, by Samuel Beckett,  Joann Akalitis, dir.,  New York 
Theater Workshop, New York, Jan. 2008.  Samuel Beckett, Happy Days, dir. Deborah Warner, Brooklyn 
Academy of Music, Jan. 2008. 
269 Barry McGovern perf.,  I’ll Go On,  by Samuel Beckett, adapted by Gerry Dukes and Barry McGovern,  
Dir. Colm Ó Briain,Lincoln Center, New York, 21 Jul. 2008.   This performance was first compiled by The 
Gate Theatre Dublin’s artistic director Michael Colgan (with Beckett’s permission) and performed by Barry 
McGovern in 1985.  McGovern has performed this monologue, internationally, in more than 200 
performances. 
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The figure (played by actor Barry McGovern of the Gate Theatre in Dublin), 
grimacing at the audience, standing alone on the stage, embodied the Beckettian image of 
loneliness, misery, and impotent frustration—the epitome of the twentieth (and now, 
twenty-first) century gesture of emptiness and impotence.  Once the monologue began, 
the curtain was raised revealing a dreary but striking set:  a platform set at an angle, one 
corner to the audience, with walls on two sides, the entire structure painted a blotchy 
brownish-grey—the outer and uppermost edges of the walls rimmed with fluorescent 
lights, so that when facing the set directly, the letter M (for Molloy and Malone) burned 
itself into the audience’s eyes.  This set was cold, prison-like, leaving the audience to feel 
a little trapped, as if enclosed with this figure facing them on the stage.  In the first and 
last acts, Molloy and, subsequently, the narrator of The Unnamable stood alone in the 
center of the stage, and in the second act, Malone lies inert on a tomb-like pedestal, 
greatcoat removed, in pajama-like garb, and then sits up to address his audience, 
unleashing final frustrations while waiting for death. 
The usual separation, expected in a Beckett play, between audience and actor like 
that in Happy Days or Not I, for example, was more ambiguous here—somehow the 
audience was part of this monologue, as if invited to empathize more closely with the 
character on the stage.  But, in spite of the dreariness of the set, in spite of the misery 
expressed by Molloy’s (and later, Malone’s and “the Unnamable’s”) monologue, the 
audience was rapt, following every word, snickering and laughing outright at every 
known irony, every moment of understood, shared miseries.  
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As the audience’s reaction proved, Beckett’s articulation (and romanticizing) of 
the miserable “everyman”, in his revelation of the deep poetry within the most humble, 
inert, aging shell, still touches the familiar lonely longing needs of so many.  The 
characters’ inertia and emptiness, emphasized both by the bleak stage decor and by 
McGovern’s performance, paradoxically affirmed a wholeness and a poetic power in the 
emptiness and impotence it projected.  Through one lonely figure, emptiness and 
impotence became a unifying expression of common human experience. 
THE PARADOX OF THE BECKETTIAN GESTURES OF EMPTINESS AND IMPOTENCE 
What was apparent in this performance, and what has become clear to me in my 
study of Beckett’s legacy on contemporary theater is a puzzling paradox: that through 
gestures of emptiness and impotence come creativity, poetry, strength, and poignant hope 
in the face of an insurmountable “human condition.”  Furthermore, through the aesthetic 
exploration of emptiness and impotence, each of these playwrights, from Beckett to 
Durang, ultimately offers surprising hope for humanity.  De la Parra and Kane in 
particular begin in crisis with Beckett, and while their language, characters and settings 
echo Beckett’s, in the end, they both depart from him, leaving his particular bleakness 
behind and embracing their own bleakness and despair.   
In spite of the preoccupations and anxieties that haunt the end of the twentieth 
century, and at the end the second millennium, Kane and de la Parra exploit their own 
feelings of impotence, they embrace the significant emptiness that surrounds them, and 
they demonstrate hope (a more subtle hope in Kane’s work than in de la Parra’s) in the 
potential of humanity to continue and to reclaim itself, for itself.  Koltès finds affinity 
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with this hopefulness in his scrutiny of the minutiae of human interactions, and, from the 
gesture of emptiness, offers to his audience and readers a sublime, poetic sensibility.  
Durang’s hope occurs in the optimism that his audience will empathize and take on some 
of the responsibility of the play, sharing in an understanding of what it means to be lonely 
in a crowd, and finding a will to go on in the hope that comes with commiseration. 
The second paradox that has emerged is that the bleak gestures that this 
dissertation analyzes also embody definitions that are the opposite of what is expected.  
As seen with Koltès’ Dans la solitude des champs de coton, the Client’s desire for 
nothing will always be a desire, and therefore not quite the nothing that it claims to be.  
The empty street corner where the Client and the Dealer meet is full of potential for 
human interaction (arguably because of its emptiness) and their expounded dialogue fills 
rather than kills time.  As seen with de la Parra’s La secreta obscenidad de cada día, the 
playwright personally takes intellectual control of his life while writing from within a 
country weighed down by censorship—he affirms intellectualism, history, and the need 
for communication by rendering (initially) his allegorical figures of Freud and Marx 
impotent.   Sarah Kane, with Blasted, blows up her vision of the empty façade of Western 
culture, and through gestures of both emptiness and impotence, confers on her audience a 
weighty sense of humanity’s worth, even in its ugliness—she creates an unexpected hope 
in the darkest corner of the imagination.  The loneliness experienced by “Man” and 
“Woman” in Laughing Wild becomes a shared community experience.  And Beckett, the 
catalyst for the exploitation of not only impotence but also emptiness as a creative force, 
demonstrates consistently throughout an entire body of work the strength that can be had 
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in identifying and using that which makes us most unhappy, most uncomfortable and 
most anxious. 
These realizations bring this dissertation back, full circle to the original 
inspiration when I began writing—I began by attempting to demonstrate how the so-
called “Theater of the Absurd” of the 1950s and 1960s was anything but absurd and that 
it had a long legacy of influence trailing after it.  As I have shown, impotence is not 
impotence, and emptiness is anything but emptiness.  To call any of these plays Absurd is 
to dismiss them as ridiculous and nonsensical, but this is to miss the point, to flee the 
difficult truth behind them, and to fail to reach the sublimity that they offer. 
Again, along these lines, Les Essif suggests a thoughtful question, with regard to 
the emptiness portrayed in Beckett’s theater:  
Scientists, philosophers, and even the unphilosophical have mused that the 
primitive wilderness is our home, that our earliest ancestors must have felt as 
much at home with the animals and plants as with other human beings.  Why not 
take a giant step backward and deeper into the thought that emptiness is our most 
primordial home within and beyond the space of wilderness?270 
For Beckett, Koltès, Kane, de la Parra and Durang, and a long lineage of twentieth-
century playwrights, looking toward emptiness is perhaps a natural reaction to the 
developments of the past two centuries in particular—a reaction to industrialization, 
modernization, technology, science, the constant filling in of space with objects and 
                                                
270 Essif, Empty Figure on an Empty Stage : The Theatre of Samuel Beckett and His Generation, 15. 
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materials.  At some point, we look at all of the things that fill up the space around us, and 
see them as utterly insignificant—in the twentieth century, this moment of recognition 
(and subsequent despair) has been described as the crisis of absurdity, best defined in 
Camus’ Le mythe de Sisyphe.271  Facing this crisis of insignificance, of recognizing our 
“condition,” there is little that we can do but accept it.  Therefore, to return to emptiness, 
as Essif suggests, is to return to our roots, to return to what we were before we even were, 
and to find some kind of reassurance in this stark homecoming.    
 While the notion of nothingness might seem either horrifying, or too meaningless 
to consider, looking into it deeply can take us to the deepest, most quiet space possible—
and, while not all of these plays end with this quietude, with a kind of acceptance of 
stillness, this is what Beckett does,  (Vladimir and Estragon resign themselves to their 
wait without real protest against it; Clov hides in the background and Hamm covers his 
face with a handkerchief) and, in the end, what Sarah Kane does (both in Blasted with 
Ian’s quiet “Thank you.” at the end, and in 4.48 Psychosis with its poignant final plea; 
“Please open the curtains.”).  Let us not forget, even, the faded-out meditative end of 
Laughing Wild, where, audience included, the play ends simply with breathing.  Given 
                                                
271 From Le mythe de Sisyphe: 
 Lever, tramway, quatre heures de bureau ou d’usine, repas, tramway, quatre heures de travail, 
repas, sommeil et lundi mardi mercredi jeudi vendredi et samedi sur le même rythme, cette route 
se suit aisément la plupart du temps.  Un jour seulement, le “pourquoi” s’élève et tout commence 
dans cette lassitude teintée d’étonnement.  ‘Commence,’ ceci est important.  La lassitude est à la 
fin d’une vie machinale, mais elle inaugure en même temps le mouvement de la conscience.  
Albert Camus, Le Mythe De Sisyphe: Essai Sur L'absurde, Paris: Editions Gallimard, 1942, 29. 
Wake up, tramway, four hours at the office or factory, meal, tramway, four hours of work, meal, 
sleep and Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday at the same pace, this route 
which continues on easily most of the time.  One day only, the “why” rises up and everything 
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this quiet acceptance of the void, does twentieth-century theater not embrace its own 
version of the sublime?  Not a transport to the heavens, like that sought by the nineteenth 
century Romantics, but a transport to peace, stillness and quiet? 
 At the end of the twentieth century, it seems that each of these playwrights, in 
keeping with Beckett’s legacy, look to their darkest fears, their most profound despair, 
and to their deepest sense of what is ugly in the world in order to create something 
meaningful, powerful, and beautiful.  These plays elevate an industrialized, post-war, 
postmodern, sensibility of ugliness to the sublime, not through the filling of stages and 
texts with flourishes and ornamentation, which, in previous eras, were considered 
necessary for reaching the sublime in art.  I propose that the notion of the sublime, as it 
has been historically defined by philosophers and poets from Longinus to Kant, from 
Aristotle to Wordsworth, all of whom found peace in the beauty of the art that they 
created, has been re-interpreted, and that this re-interpretation was instigated by Beckett, 
and has continued to be pressed to new extremes by the playwrights studied here. 
 In theater, in literature, in art, and in creative expression, the turn of the twentieth 
century and the beginning of the twenty-first century now define the experience of the 
sublime in the ubiquitous expression of the significance in emptiness.272  Emptiness, 
today appeals to a sense of beauty distinct from that of previous centuries, and especially 
the nineteenth century.  In its sparseness, in its embracing of the void, the plays that have 
                                                
starts in this lassitude tinted with astonishment.  “Starts,” this is important.  Lassitude is the end of 
of an automaton’s life, but it inaugurates, at the same time, the stirrings of the conscience. 
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been analyzed here reflect a twentieth-century sublime that calls out for the blank slate, 
for the depth of emptiness, and the rejection of trivial ornament. 
FROM HORROR VACCUI TO EMBRACING THE VOID 
 Reflecting once more on Essif’s notion that we at the turn of the millennium have 
returned to something primitive in our nature in our pursuit of emptiness, aesthetically 
speaking, of interesting contrast is the embrace of ornamentation and a documented 
horror of emptiness at the end of the nineteenth century.  In her book Ornament, Fantasy 
and Desire in Nineteenth Century French Literature, Raebeth Gordon examines closely 
the nineteenth century fin-de-siècle obsession with decorative objects as they were 
manifest in art and literature—such as that seen in the Art Nouveau ceramics and design 
objects (the ornate metro stops that can still be seen around Paris) from turn of the 
century France, and also of ornament-driven literary figures such as Des Esseintes in 
Huysmans’ A rebours, not to mention the quintessential decadent figure Dorian Gray in 
Wilde’s Portrait of Dorian Gray and the filigreed paintings of Gustave Moreau.  What 
Gordon identifies that is applicable to this dissertation, is an intensification of anxieties at 
the turn of the century that were related to a notion of horror vaccui (fear of the void)—
and that empty space signified a not only a lack of meaning, but the denial of existence.  
Therefore, by filling in space with ornament, the anxious human psyche could thus 
anchor itself to a tangible reality.   
                                                
272 One recent example in the visual arts is the 2007 exhibition at the Art Institute in Chicago of Jasper 
Johns’ “Gray” paintings (one, primer gray with a crackled surface, from 2005, is titled simply and aptly 
“Beckett”).  
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 Gordon claims that ornamentation generally expressed symbolic value, prior to its 
proliferation in France in the 19th century.  Before the period of French Decadence, she 
claims that there was little evidence of ornament for the sake ornament’s sake.  
Ornament, she claims lost the symbolic significance that it once had. Gordon writes: “It is 
important to note that the final loss of ornament’s symbolic value was concurrent with its 
newfound status as central (in Art Nouveau).  Its proliferation in literature as well as on 
Parisian façades ensured its trivialization.” 273  The trivialization of ornament not only 
provoked the “new” ailment “mal-du-siècle” (depression) but it surely necessitated the 
growing proliferation of aesthetic representations of emptiness in the twentieth century.  
Given the inherent meaninglessness that ornament became at the turn of the twentieth 
century, it is likely that something similar and opposite has occurred at the turn of the 
twenty-first century (for that matter, the millennium).  This similar yet opposite 
occurrence is a fascination with emptiness rather than ornament, and the significance that 
may be found in that which was considered so utterly horrifyingly blank before.  To 
represent and to examine emptiness, as this dissertation has done, therefore, is to return to 
our roots (that is to say, prior to our existence), and to do away with trivialities previously 
suffocated our view.  The twentieth century, as the plays discussed in this dissertation 
exemplify, engaged in a clean sweep of ornamentation in art and literature.   
 Perhaps anxieties concerning the twentieth-century phenomenon of the 
“hyperreal”—the simulations that have replaced the simulations, and the reality that is 
                                                
273 Rae Beth Gordon, Ornament, Fantasy, and Desire in Nineteenth-Century French Literature (Princeton, 
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not in our own control (which is the culmination of two extremes: both the ultimate in 
meaninglessness and the ultimate in ornamentation) —would benefit from the realization 
that the counter to the hyperreal is an acceptance of empty space, of nothingness and of 
quiet. Struggling against meaninglessness creates more anxiety than simply accepting 
meaninglessness and using, as Beckett and the other playwrights analyzed here have 
done.  Gestures of emptiness and impotence become tools of strength, inspiring if not 
peace with the acceptance of the possibility of not being, at least a method for dealing 
with it. 
 In his study of Henry James, D.H. Lawrence and Virginia Woolf, John J. Clayton 
writes:  
 ...these modernists (even D.H. Lawrence) are not consciously using their art to 
heal their own personal splits, to fill their empty places.  They are explorers of a 
chaos that belongs to the culture—or, as they might have said, to the human 
condition; they are attempting to heal all our lives, to render and make readers 
experience the terror of spiritual chaos, and to shape a model for survival.  And 
yet, I am arguing, it was in their own lives that, unconsciously, they found that 
chaos and the need to create order.274 
These early twentieth century writers that Clayton analyzes, as representative of the shift 
towards an interest in emptiness (in contrast to the interest in ornamentation) surely mark 
                                                
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1992) 15. 
274 Clayton, Gestures of Healing : Anxiety & the Modern Novel, 117. 
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the catalyzing moment in the twentieth century that ultimately that led to Beckett.  And, 
as this dissertation has shown, what makes Beckett an important turning point for the 
twentieth century is that his embrace of emptiness (and impotence) was a fully conscious 
one, unlike that of the writers who preceded him (dealing “unconsciously” with their 
need to “fill their empty places”).  What happened, therefore, at the mid-century with 
Beckett, was a total recognition and awareness of emptiness, and from this consciousness 
came creativity, not horror alone.  This is the remarkable shift in twentieth-century 
theater, where Beckett takes the stage and leaves an important legacy, as seen in Durang, 
Kane, de la Parra and Koltès.  Having made it possible to find the sublime in the bleak, 
ugly, empty and impotent, each of these playwrights gives us hope. 
TRACES OF BECKETT 
 My analysis of these plays, and the performance of I’ll Go On that I witnessed 
this past summer, reinforce my assertion that the Beckettian gestures of emptiness and 
impotence will continue to be upheld and affirmed not only as accepted but also as 
expected theatrical gestures in the twenty-first century, and that Beckett’s work has not 
yet faded in its strength.  Furthermore, these analyses and performance make it evident 
that Beckett, in spite of being known for the supposed obscurity of his texts, not only 
endures but also has maintained (if not increased in) popularity.  It goes without saying, 
then, that Beckett’s timelessness also guarantees a continuation of his influence 
internationally on theater, and that, in the future, it will be interesting and even necessary 
to reexamine this influence, to see how the traces of Beckett evolve as the twenty-first 
century progresses. 
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Appendices: Play Synopses 
APPENDIX A:  SAMUEL BECKETT: 
Fragment de théâtre I 
First publication: 1974, Les Editions de Minuit 
First performance: September 1986, at the Magic Theater, San Francisco, directed 
by S.E. Gontarski 
Characters:  A, B 
Synopsis:  A short play in one act.  The two characters, A (who is blind) and B 
(who is crippled), encounter one another on a desolate, ruined street corner.  B, pushing 
himself in his wheelchair with a long pole, interrupts A, who is playing the violin, and 
suggests that they cooperate in their search for food.  They are unable to reach an 
understanding, and B threatens to smash A’s violin.  The play ends with A violently 
snatching B’s pole away from him, poised to strike him on the head with it. 
Fin de Partie 
First publication:  1957, Les Editions de Minuit 
First performance:  April 1, 1957, at the Royal Court Theatre, London, directed in 
French by Roger Blin 
Characters: Hamm, Clov, Nagg, Nell 
Synopsis:  A play in one act.  Hamm, who is blind and crippled in a wheelchair, 
and Clov, who cannot sit down, exist in a desolate, prison-like space.  Hamm’s parents, 
Nagg and Nell, live in two side-by-side trashcans, not far from Hamm’s chair.  Hamm 
and Clov engage in a circling conversation, propelled by consistent allusions to a game of 
chess.  Nagg and Nell, unable to embrace due to the distance between their trashcans, 
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slowly die.  Clov replaces the lids on the trashcans, sealing them away.  At one point, 
Clov thinks he sees a boy (“a brat”) outside, through the window, but the boy does not do 
anything.  The play ends with Clov pretending to leave, but not actually leaving, the 
scene, and Hamm, who believes he is alone, covers his face with his handkerchief. 
En attendant Godot 
First publication:  1952, Les Editions de Minuit 
First performance:  1953, at the Théâtre de Babylone, Paris, directed by Roger 
Blin 
Characters:  Vladimir (Didi), Estragon (Gogo), Pozzo, Lucky, Boy 
Synopsis:  A play in two acts.  Vladimir and Estragon are waiting by a tree on a 
lonely country road for someone named “Godot.”  They do not know him, they do not 
know why they must wait for him, and they have clearly been waiting for some time.  
Their conversation meanders through a cycle of subjects: what should they do, what they 
have to eat, the pain in their feet, what are they waiting for, why are they waiting.  They 
constantly forget and must remind one another what they are doing.  At one point, two 
more characters arrive: Pozzo and Lucky, who carries all of Pozzo’s belongings and 
behaves like a kind of slave to Pozzo.  This encounter is brief, and soon forgotten by 
Vladimir and Estragon until the next day (Act 2) when Pozzo and Lucky return, only to 
leave again.  At the end of both Act 1 and Act 2 a boy appears to tell Vladimir and 
Estragon that Godot will not be there that day, and that he will come the next day.  After 
the boy’s departure, they return to their banter, forgetting what they are waiting for, and 
then remembering that they are waiting for Godot.  The play ends with them standing 
motionless, neither progressing nor regressing. 
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Happy Days 
First publication: 1961, Grove Press 
First performance:  September 17, 1961 at the Cherry Lane Theatre, New York, 
directed by Alan Schneider 
Characters:  Winnie, Willie 
Synopsis:  A play in two acts.  Winnie, a middle-aged housewife, is buried to her 
waist in a barren hill in the first act, and then to her neck in the second act.  Her husband, 
Willie, lives behind the hill—emerging from time to time.  Winnie passes the time with 
attempted optimism, rifling through her black handbag for a toothbrush, lipstick, 
umbrella, and a gun.  She attempts to recite poetry to herself, using her fading memory of 
“the classics” in an attempt to pass her day happily.  Willie is sometimes responsive to 
her, but mostly is absent.  Winnie’s primary concern is about what she will do once she is 
truly alone, and she is careful in to not use up all of her words, or to complete her routine 
too quickly before it is time to sleep again.  The play ends on a bittersweet note, Winnie 
singing a mysterious music-box-like love song, happy that Willie has just called out to 
her, saying: “Win!” 
APPENDIX B:  BERNARD-MARIE KOLTÈS: 
La nuit juste avant les forêts 
First publication: written in 1977, published 1988, Les Editions de Minuit 
First performance: 1977, at the Le Festival du Théâtre, Avignon, directed by 
Koltès 
Characters:  Unnamed Speaker, possibly another character representing “Tu” 
Synopsis:  A dramatic monologue in which the main character tells his daily 
encounters on a rainy day in a crowded, violent, lonely city, to a mysterious “you”—
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perhaps a friend, a lover, or his alter-ego.  He tells what he saw and what he was thinking 
as he went through his day, his stories marked by his need to escape from the different 
kinds of people he encounters, mostly underground in the subway: bullies, various 
distraught or perhaps mentally-ill people, lonely people, and people who show complete 
disinterest in everyone and everything around them.  At the end, he bursts onto the street 
from the subway, and runs, proclaiming his love for this “you,” for beer, and for the rain.  
Dans la solitude des champs de coton 
First publication: 1986, Les Editions de Minuit 
First performance:  1987, at Nanterre (Paris), directed by Patrice Chéreau 
Characters:  Le Dealer, Le Client 
Synopsis:  A play in one act.  At night, on a street between buildings, the brief 
encounter between a Dealer (of what?) and his (potential) Client expands into a full-
length play.  There is no clear object being negotiated, no service being requested, and 
the tension builds as these two beings, meeting (accidentally?) on a street at the “illicit 
hour” in the middle of the night, quarrel and negotiate the unnamed product.   The 
Dealer’s jacket, at first, seems to be the likely object being negotiated, but the Client is 
not interested in material goods, and proclaims the desire to be “zero.”  As emptiness and 
nothingness (which are, surprisingly, something) are impossibly negotiated, the emotions 
of the play escalate toward an explosive finale that, ultimately, is denied, leaving the 
play’s end in ellipsis. 
APPENDIX C: MARCO ANTONIO DE LA PARRA: 
Lo crudo, lo cocido, lo podrido 
First publication: 1995 (in English) Peter Lang 
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First performance:  1978, at the Teatro Imagen de Santiago, directed by Gustavo 
Mena 
Characters:  Evaristo, Efraín, Elías, Eliana, Estanislao Ossa Moya 
Synopsis:  A play in one act.  Evaristo and Efraín are waiters at a now defunct 
fine-dining establishment.  Eliana is the hostess, manager and daughter of an absent 
maitre d’.  Don Elías is the headwaiter, and Estanislao Ossa Moya is a “Pantagruelian” 
political figure and customer who appears only near the end.  The setting is desolate—the 
restaurant has not been in business for decades and yet the aging waiters and the hostess 
act out the necessary set-up protocol, pretending to have checked and double-checked the 
inventory, and quizzing one another on the proper etiquette of waiters.  Things change 
when Efraín begins to question their circumstances, and the façade crumbles.  The others 
stifle his questions and begin to torture him, all the while chanting platitudes and 
propaganda-like statements.  Ossa Moya arrives, demands service, and they offer him 
invisible dishes of elegant, French origin.  He gives long tirades about his “party” and 
what it is doing for his “people” and then demands entertainment.  In a scene of 
increasing absurdity, the waiters provide musical entertainment, which results in Ossa 
Moya and Eliana marrying and leaving the scene, chased off by the waiters.  Don Elías 
commits suicide, telling Efraín that he is now Don Elías.  Efraín says his name is really 
Oscar.  The play concludes with Efraín and Evaristo leaving the restaurant and exiting 
onto a busy street. 
La secreta obscenidad de cada día 
First publication: 1988 Planeta Biblioteca del Sur 
First performance:  May 1984, La Teatroneta, Santiago, Chile, directed by de la 
Parra 
Characters:  Sigmund, Carlos 
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Synopsis:  A play in one act. Two men, Sigmund and Carlos, dressed like 
clownish, stereotypical “exhibitionists,” (i.e. in trench coats only) find themselves on a 
bench in a plaza in “uptown” Santiago, outside a girls’ private high school, just before the 
end of the school day.  Mystified by the seeming coincidence of their encounter, they at 
first both deny their reasons for being there, and then gradually admit to one another their 
lecherous purposes.  At the same time, it seems that their arrival in this place and time is 
something beyond their control.  Bit by bit, they reveal who they are to one another, 
(Freud and Marx), and it becomes clear to the reader/spectator that these are allegorical 
representations of Freud and Marx, symbols of Western thought that have been rendered 
obscene and grotesque by an oppressive regime.  Comically, they banter in Marxian and 
Freudian jargon, but they become more ridiculous (more absurd)—in the end they 
transform into terrorists with guns, on the verge of committing violence, perhaps against 
the school where they have been sitting.   
APPENDIX D:  SARAH KANE: 
4.48 Psychosis 
First publication:  written in 1998, published in 2000, Methuen 
First performance:  June 23, 2000 at the Royal Court Jerwood Theatre Upstairs, 
London, directed by James Macdonald 
Characters:  One or three unnamed voices 
Synopsis:  A monologue/dialogue.  A lone voice (who, at times, enters into 
dialogue with unnamed respondents) explains its innermost, mental suffering.  Marked by 
hallucinations, physical violence, anguish and anger, this narrator tells of her profound 
pain, in the end asking for relief, release, or help: “please open the curtains.” The play is 
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about not committing suicide, and the narrator’s nightmarish struggle against committing 
this act against herself. 
Blasted 
First publication:  1995, Methuen 
First performance:  January 12, 1995, The Royal Court Theatre Upstairs, London, 
directed by James Macdonald 
Characters:  Ian, Cate, Soldier 
Synopsis:  A play in five scenes.  Situated in a fancy hotel room in Leeds, Blasted 
begins with Ian, a journalist who is dying of some kind of lung disease, and Cate, a slow-
witted woman who suffers from fainting fits, and their violent, sexual, and dysfunctional 
relationship.  Ian rapes Cate, and the situation disintegrates.  At one point, she looks out 
the window and states simply: “Looks like there’s a war on.” (Kane 33)  After a while, 
Cate disappears into the bathroom, and a Soldier breaks into the hotel.  He is more violent 
than Ian, and, after a bomb blasts open the wall of the hotel, he rapes Ian and eats his 
eyeballs before then shooting himself.  During all of this, Cate is nowhere to be found.  
She returns, coming in through the hole in the wall, with a baby in her arms.  The baby 
dies and she leaves again after burying the baby in the floorboards.  Ian, starving, eats the 
baby.  He buries himself in the floorboards, with only his head sticking out. He dies and 
comes back to life.  Cate comes back. Ian asks her to shoot him, but she disarms his gun 
and tells him that suicide is wrong.  She feeds him.  It rains.  He thanks her. 
APPENDIX E:  CHRISTOPHER DURANG: 
Laughing Wild 
First publication:  1988 Grove Press 
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First performance:  October 23, 1987, at the Playwrights Horizons theater, New 
York, directed by Andre Bishop  
Characters:  Man, Woman 
Synopsis:  A play in two acts.  In the first act, Woman tells the audience about her 
encounter with Man (whom she does not know) in the grocery store and how she 
knocked him out with a can of tuna because he did not “sense” that he was in her way.  
This mishap leads to further disintegration of her apparently tenuous mental condition, 
and she describes to the audience the rest of her day, how she ends up “laughing wild 
amid severest woe” in the gutter, and, eventually, tries to commit suicide.  In the second 
half of Act I, Man addresses the audience, telling them of his attempts to become a 
“positive thinker” and how these attempts are constantly challenged by his daily 
encounters.  As it turns out, a madwoman wielding a can of tuna fish had hit him over the 
head that morning.  In the second act, Woman and Man dream about their encounter, 
their dreams intertwine, and as they dream, they dream of various initial reactions that 
result in the same outcome, where Woman hits Man over the head.  In their final dream 
sequence, which takes them through a surreal Sally Jesse Raphael show and a “Harmonic 
Convergence” ceremony, they finally perceive one another as they are: human, and 
breathing. 
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